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The Akio Valley, Northern Fugaku 


Don't confuse insanity for intent. 


Prologue 


The Wolves of Summer 


They’d eaten Becks. 

Viren Drake staggered up the steep hill toward his hideaway cabin, 
Dagr’s bark leading him on. The wolf trap was a bloody mess of torn 
clothing and shredded boots. Nothing was left of her, nothing he could 
carry, nothing but her hunting knife, abandoned in some low-growing 
yellow pines on the edge of the game trail. A black residue covered the 
handle and the tip of the blade. 

Wolves didn’t do that. If they escaped from a trap or snare, they 
would be halfway across the valley before sunrise. They didn’t wait 
around for payback, they didn’t take the time to make their prey an 
unrecognizable scattering of hair and bone fragments, and they didn’t 
bleed black. 

They’d eaten—FETH. Viren vomited bile and reheated coffee as he 
struggled up the trail toward home. The log house was sturdy, large, 
and built across the opening of an old smuggler’s cave, giving them 
plenty of room to work out their differences and sort out a living in 
between, safely tucked away in the densely wooded borderlands of 
northern Fugaku. Between Rebekah trapping the active game trails in 
the valley and Viren following his love of woodworking, the past six 
years had flown past, coming to a sudden stop with the howls of an 
unquiet dawn. 

Viren stood outside, frozen at the thought of entering the abode, 
knowing that he’d see her everywhere with a mind that couldn't unsee 
the morning’s butchery. He shut his eyes and listened, a hand on 
Dagr’s head to keep him quiet. 


“Becks, you home?” he called out one last time. 

Silence answered, further branding him with the new reality. 

“She must be fishing the stream for our dinner,” he said to his 
wolfhound. “I bet her traps came up empty again.” 

Viren tried to chuckle at the stale words but coughed up more bile 
instead. The harsh sound echoed back off the rocky hill above him, 
mocking his misery. 

Dagr barked, getting his own faint echo and pulling Viren’s attention 
back to the present. 

“Sergeant Viren Drake reporting for duty, Sir,” said the man, no 
longer young but not yet old. 

He knew these woods before he knew Becks, having fought through 
them a decade before in the Short War, as it was known. The Fuga 
and Nantine forces had long decided that the Akio Cut was a strategic 
avenue for advance through the Everest Mountains into each other’s 
backyard, not considering the many pitfalls and ambushes that lay 
waiting for either side in the dense, shoulder-hugging terrain. Much like 
the Dungarr Basin on Fugaku’s western border, the valley, with its 
overwhelming growth, was a naturally deceiving landscape with little 
easy room to maneuver beyond the single River Road. It offered a 
constricted arena connecting the grassy plains of both realms. 

As part of the Fuga Recon Corps, Viren had discovered the 
smuggler’s cave in its remote location during the war, and he'd 
returned afterward to build his one and only cabin deep in the woods. 
The logs were plentiful, and he hauled in tools, as needed, from the 
mill located in Kyserville on the south side of the valley. 

Rebekah Tann had appeared a few years later, finding him at the 
Twin Fountains Inn in Kyserville, where Drake had been building a new 
set of beds and dining room tables for the owner, a former squadmate 
of his. After one look, Viren didn’t need to be convinced, but she’d had 
her story all laid out and ready for him anyway. 

Drake was twenty-six at the time, Rebekah twenty-two, and both 
needed quiet company and a sure retreat after experiencing too much 
of what the world had to offer. For him, it had been the war and the 
realization that in that darkened environment, war was Hell and he was 
the Devil. For Becks, it was life in the Crown’s city of Tannoo on the 


Fugaku east coast and the demanding hunger of its most powerful 
inhabitants. She had fled, hoping never to be found again. She’d 
gotten her wish and, in doing so, had ended Viren Drake’s retreat from 
life. 

The sounds of a roaming wolf pack had become a growing concern 
over the past few weeks, resembling winter hunts in their urgency as 
the beasts ranged closer and closer up the side of the Akio Valley. 
Becks had been sure she'd snag a nice pelt or two by trapping the 
lanes around their cabin. 

Drake took a deep breath, entered the cabin, and packed. He left 
this morning’s stale coffee, his tools, and the sturdy furniture in place 
for the next occupant, only packing a few changes of clothes. 
Rebekah’s Hell-stained hunting knife and her one prized possession, 
an amber necklace that she’d brought from her previous life, sat in the 
bottom of his pack. Drake wore his own more lethal war-knife, a gift 
from the Army, and looped a belt over his shoulder for the long- 
tarnished saber that hung from the wall next to the fire pit. He also 
packed some dried food and gave plenty to Dagr to eat before they 
left. 

They’d had the hunting hound for four years, a birthday gift from 
Rebekah at a time when they were both feeling especially distant and 
needed a bridge. She was insightful that way, always seeming to know 
the right remedies for their lives before he’d even noticed that there 
was a problem. 

Drake hadn’t needed Dagr’s sensitive hearing this morning; the 
unearthly howls that broke the dawn’s silence had caused them both to 
jump while he was working inside the cabin. They’d listened to the 
beastly sounds with fear until the pack finally faded into the distance to 
the south. Dagr had caught the kill scent first and led them to the 
hellish trap site where they’d found Becks’s knife and little else. 

With the realization that the Akio Valley and its surrounding hills had 
become a tragic landscape, leaving was the easiest, if not the saddest, 
decision that Viren Drake would ever make, not knowing that the 
nightmare had only just begun. 


Chapter 1 
The Mad Black 


“How did you know?” | asked, and her answer made all the 
difference. 

Our trip back to the Checkered Flag Manor had been long and 
uncomfortable. My crack company rode along in cheerful silence, the 
recognition by the King being everything that we’d hoped. Vigil 
Enricata Moon, the youngest Vigil ever, had been formally recognized 
by the King, hopefully dissuading any further detractors from a political 
standpoint. We'd also decreed our intention to respond against any 
Peer that might threaten the Order or the Realm. It had all gone off 
without any visible hitch. 

As for me, well, I'd surprised the Royal Quarter with my continued 
existence, a miracle in the eyes of many, and was eager to get back 
into my pajamas. That desire, in and of itself, bothered me to no end. 

Hart called it ‘the Mad Black,’ a mind-bending soul sickness that I’d 
experienced in the Dungarr Basin during the spring campaign. | called 
it a curse as it staggered me in front of the King and his court. The 
disease was chronic and debilitating, drowning my thoughts in shame 
and isolation while my personal connections and survival instincts fled. 
Luckily, | was stronger now and had a loyal set of companions to guide 
me home, almost intact. Almost. 

In my long absence from Maidenhall, the succubus witch, Vigaila 
Grace, had returned and infiltrated the court of King Falbrenn, taking 
on the appearance of an alluring blonde courtesan. The creature’s 
hunger, inadvertently unlocked by yours truly the previous year, was 
endless, and its ability to devour the energy of others had consumed 


an entire village before it had moved on to the court of the King of 
Colivar. Fortunately, Vigaila Grace had failed to heed her own advice, 
and that had led to her final act. 

The ancient succubus had made a fatal mistake, declaring war on 
an enemy that she didn’t fully comprehend. She’d assumed that | was 
weakened and alone, powerless to stop her, but as Vigil Ara Storm, | 
was more than just one man. As she was called out and cornered in 
the Grand Hall, the witch had taken her best shot, her invisible tendrils 
tearing through my defenses and my soul in hopes of crippling me in 
front of everyone that mattered. 

Her vicious attack might have worked, but instead of two monsters 
facing off in the King’s court, there had been four. My half-elf beauty 
with a Kjaira soul wrapped around her heart and another Kjaira soul 
imbued within my fang-dagger. The dark souls of the two death- 
demons had moved to defend me, striking at the head and the heart of 
the ancient succubus before anyone else could react. 

Standing among the witch’s smoldering carcass, I'd fought to 
survive the Mad Black, an illness of mind and soul that assaulted my 
being whenever my inner balance was shattered. In that moment of 
Royal resurrection as Vigil Storm, | was a victor, blind and broken. 
Guided from the Grand Hall of the King under the care of Company 
Storm, I'd been escorted back home and gone straight to bed. 

My company should have been out celebrating at the Scarred Man 
Pub, just across the street from our manor house and stables, but for 
some reason, nobody wanted to leave, not until | was ready to join 
them. They knew that | wanted to run and allow my soul to heal away 
from their worried, sympathetic eyes. They’d seen it all before and 
were having none of it. | respected their decision. 

Now, upstairs in my bedroom, | waited for an answer from Raven. 
She had reacted in a blur, her Kjaira soul had taken over in the instant 
that | was attacked, and she had beheaded the succubus with her 
black blade, Talon. My Beloved had somehow recognized the hidden 
peril and saved my life, but it still puzzled me how. 

“Hart says that she’s surprised you were still standing when the 
black cloud finally cleared,” Raven replied. “You weren’t healthy to 
start, and that witch had taken more than her share.” 


Hart Storm, my adopted sister, was also my company inquisitor, a 
young woman blind to all but the supernatural forces that flew within 
and around her vigil. 

“You don’t have Hart’s eyes,” | gently pressed, propped up on my 
bed with my better half at my side. 

Normally, my older sister Laila would be on hand to talk me through 
the schism and the pain of an episode of the Black. | assumed that she 
was on her way, but until then, | could be brave. 

“Cat has declared that the company will be sorting out additional 
security precautions with Ben Heck and Laila when they get here. You 
don’t threaten the Powers and Peers of the Realm without recourse,” 
Rae explained. 

It had been a warning, not a threat, | thought. 

“| plan on making another statement that should set them back for 
good when they make their move,” | said. 

“You barely have the strength to walk. How do you expect to do 
that?” 

“| have a backup plan. Do you want to hear about it before Laila 
arrives and kicks you out of here?” 

“Of course.” 

“Then tell me how you knew.” 

Raven sat up and stared into my tired eyes. | was exhausted, 
drained, but more tired of hiding the guilt and shame of an untold story 
from my Beloved. 

“Why did that woman, that thing, smell like you?” she finally asked. 
“She didn’t even try to hide it. Why was that?” 

“Camouflage,” | replied. “How could | detect her disguised as she 
was?” 

“But you did.” 

“In the end, | saw her mind boiling over with thoughts of hunger and 
domination. She displayed the same passion for my destruction in the 
Dungarr Drip.” 

| didn’t have the stomach to explain any of this to Raven before, but 
my heart needed to share it and get it out in the open. 

“Passion for destruction?” she echoed. “Her last words make more 
sense to me now.” 


And there it was. The truth had been realized, and | was free to run. 

“Where are you going?” Rae asked, reaching out for my hand. 

Her touch caught me at the edge and helped push the Mad Black 
down, a spider back into its burrow. Raven, still dressed in her finery 
for court, wrapped herself around me in a protective embrace. 

“You really are a brave, stupid man,” she offered. 

“You finally noticed? | thought that | was quite clear on that point 
from the first time we met.” 

After a moment’s thought, she kissed me, whispering, “Yes, yes, 
you were, and I’m alive today because of it.” 

Laila arrived a short time later, my oldest sister running up to my 
bedroom suite. She didn’t even knock. Somehow, | loved her for that. 

“| like your pajamas,” said Laila as she pushed open my window 
shades. 

“The dark blue silk? Or the court vixen that adorns them?” | spoke 
quietly, not wanting to disturb Raven’s nap. 

“My compliments to your tailor, now slide over. | need a bit of room.” 

My adopted older sister, who usually referred to herself as my aunt, 
was unwavering in her protective attitude toward me and the 
connection we shared. She took my hand and held it tightly. Cat and 
Hart must have filled her in on my harrowing morning before sending 
her upstairs. 

“How was court?” she asked. “Did you pass on my regards to the 
King?” 

Laila was one of the most powerful people in the city, hidden behind 
the Scarred Man and a permanent change of identity. She was a 
Power, her knowledge of the criminal underground unmatched. She’d 
once ruled the Gray House of Maidenhall, and now, she was an 
important part of mine, House Storm. 

“Sorry,” | said. “With the Lady Raven putting every consort in the 
Grand Hall to shame, | couldn't risk a fight breaking out.” 

“She does clean up well, doesn’t she?” 

“Almost as well as you,” | chuckled. 

My aunt was a maven for fashion, knowing the influence that the 
look gave her in her line of work. 

“Well, let's just admit that she had a big head start in that 


department.” Laila knew Raven’s place in my life, the anchor that Rae 
provided, and my aunt did everything she could to support my better 
half. 

“It was rough,” | explained. “Vigaila Grace had moved back into 
Maidenhall during my absence. The King owes me his life, though | 
doubt he'll see it that way. | doubt he'll be able to see it at all. It wasn’t 
a pleasant sight as the witch lost her head while declaring to the King 
and his court that | was her lover.” 

Laila didn’t smile as she replied, “Sounds like a fairly normal 
morning for you.” 

“The entire court has been warned. I’m hoping that the malcontents 
will make their move soon. Cat doesn’t leave this house until | give the 
OK.” 

“I'll let Ben know. What about Ayla?” 

Ayla’dune Storm, my most recently adopted sister, was fourteen, a 
former daughter to a late king. We were still sorting out our bond, born 
in a place of death and insanity where only two had survived. 

“How’s she working out?” | said. 

“Ben loves her. Ayla’s a sharp girl, waifish and anonymous. She can 
go pretty much anywhere in the Lower Districts without a second 
glance from the watchers.” 

“You have a watcher at the Octopus?” 

“You worried that Durk is back in town?” 

“If that assassin steps one foot in the Docks, | want to know about it. 
Does Ben know him?” 

“Not well enough, but | have others that do.” 

“And | want to know if and when Ayla meets with any contacts of 
Count Redding,” | said. 

Redding had secretly sponsored the killing of the last vigil that kept 
watch over Maidenhall. The source of the assassination was a well- 
guarded secret, one that had remained hidden during the years of 
turmoil since, and we aimed to keep it that way, even as we planned 
and waited for the count’s next move. 

“You don’t mess around, do you?” Laila replied. 

| Knew my aunt. “Are you flirting with me again?” 

“Always,” she laughed. 


A low growl got our attention from the other side of the bed. 
Hit 

The following day, Keil Martell, a sentinel of the Order, arrived with 
a summons from the Judge of Maidenhall. Keil supported Lynda Snow, 
the Company Storm Consul, at the Sturgess Courthouse compound 
and acted as her temporary bodyguard until | could find someone 
better suited. The Judge kindly requested an interview regarding the 
unfathomable events at court. 

“We'll meet him at Sturgess Courthouse next week once my 
strength has returned. Or I'd be glad to see him here if it’s urgent,” | 
offered. 

Keil grinned. “If he comes here, will you be wearing those 
pajamas?” 

Keil had been going easy on me for the past month. My drastically 
ill appearance had impacted everyone, and now that | was slowly 
returning to a more vital looking, less dead sort of self, | was glad to 
see the sentinel resume our friendly banter. 

“Please tell him that I'll be properly dressed for the occasion if he 
gives me fair warning.” 

Keil nodded, sad that | didn’t have a snarky comeback. Some things 
just take more time to recover. 

“Lynda sends her regards,” he said. 

“How is she?” 

Lynda Snow was the twenty-year-old daughter of Lord Meryck 
Snow, Vigil of the North. Her auburn hair and green eyes combined 
with a confident smile and a familiar warmth that left most of the men 
around her enthralled. I'd been one of her biggest admirers from the 
first day that we’d met. Lynda’s ability to mask her emotions made her 
a potent diplomat for House Storm. As my consul, she owned our Vigil 
company’s relationship with the Judge of Maidenhall, a proxy for the 
King. 

Keil grimaced. “I hate to say this, but she misses you.” 

Keil long pined for the beautiful young woman, having known her 
since their days in Berykholt. He wasn’t alone in that regard. 

“It can’t be helped,” | reminded him. “Until things are safer, | don’t 
want Lynda to leave the Sturgess Courthouse compound. Even the 


Royal Quarter can’t be considered safe.” 

Keil surprised me with his next comment. “Queens and pawns,” he 
sighed. 

He had the right of it. 

My overprotective nature was entirely selfish, knowing that the 
women in my life kept me from falling off the board, or in Lynda’s case, 
kept me from starting a war with the wrong party. She was usually 
successful. 

“Queens and pawns,” | echoed Keil’s sentiment. “I expect things to 
cool down soon, hopefully by the time I’m back on my feet.” 


Chapter 2 
The Mystery Man 


Tila had just bought her brother’s birthday gift, a brown raw silk 
scarf that would be perfect for the dusty season out on the Fugaku 
Steppe. “Master Layne, would you happen to know where | can find 
the Scarred Man Pub?” 

There was a mystery Tila had to solve, and a month in the big city 
had given them little, only the intriguing name of a pub in the Lower 
Districts of Maidenhall. The innkeeper in Barringtown had been certain. 
He hadn’t seen an old man traveling with a young girl, nor was there 
an old man traveling with the Vigil company when they’d stayed there. 
As to the name of the vigil, the innkeeper had been sure it was Moon. 
Vigil Moon was part of a company of demon-fighters who had met with 
Tila’s father in the city of Dungarr, a stop halfway between Hollen and 
Maidenhall. The innkeeper had explained that the sentinels were on 
their way home and were riding heavy-hearted with the loss of their 
leader, Vigil Storm. It all fit together like a puzzle with one missing 
piece. 

With her brother Ram, Tila Na’am had followed slowly in the Vigil 
company’s wake down to the Capital of Colivar. She was a slender, 
sharp-eyed daughter of the governor of Hollen Province in the 
neighboring Realm of Fugaku. Her inherent abilities and influential 
father had earned her a commander's rank in the Fuga Intelligence 
Corps. Ram, her older brother, was still recovering from his hellish 
ordeal at the hands of the Heretics in the Dungarr Basin, an unfriendly, 
jungle-filled lowland on the border between Colivar and Fugaku. Ram 
was six years older than Tila, but there was still a friendly dispute 


between the siblings as to who was watching out for whom. 

Maidenhall was monstrous and many-headed, organized _ into 
distinct areas and strung together by its main Circum Avenue that 
started and ended at the Docks after traversing the Warehouse, 
Military, Merchant, and Market Districts. The Royal Quarter reigned, 
central upon its broad, lone hill. With Royal Guardsmen covering the 
cardinal gates of a forty-foot curtain wall of sheer cut stone, the King 
and his court were shielded from the mundane concerns of the huge 
city that surrounded them. 

Ram Na’am was a sturdy, handsome sort, and, being a Major in the 
Fuga Recon Corps, he’d had tougher assignments in his career. Ram 
was enjoying his time in the foreign city. The warm taverns, the exotic, 
colorful women, and the availability of imaginatively brutal weapons 
were all to his liking. He loved exploring the many districts with Tila 
and the long walks they had to take to get anywhere, eschewing the 
use of their horses, which were stabled in a modest Market District inn. 

Ram’s assertive younger sister had been trained in the Fuga 
Intelligence Corps and knew how to fit in anywhere. She immediately 
understood that in Maidenhall, fine horses were a symbol of power and 
status that readily drew the locals’ attention. Back in the grassy steppe 
of the eastern Realm of Fugaku, horses were a part of life for rich and 
poor. 

Tila also realized the need to dress like a local, or at least a 
merchant. Their eastern garb lacked any discernible style, making 
them look more like beggars than spies. That alone would be a certain 
giveaway considering they took their hygiene seriously when traveling. 
The last thing they needed was to be laid up with a disease from the 
Docks or the Markets, which, from the smell alone, were obviously 
bathing optional areas. 

The Vigil company that they’d followed was known to reside on far 
cleaner and safer streets inside the Royal Quarter, the bad news being 
that neither Tila nor Ram had any legitimate reason to access that 
zone. Still, they weren't interested in the Vigil company but hunted for 
a crazy old man and his daughter who had seemingly wandered off 
from their inn in the city of Dungarr several weeks before. The unusual 
pair had been heading west by all accounts. Both siblings were certain 


that there was considerably more to the man than met the eye or the 
ear, and with the Dungarr Basin region suddenly lacking in threats, 
they had the time to try and discover the more. 

The search for suitable attire had landed them in the Garden of the 
King, a crowded, contested neighborhood on the Market and 
Warehouse Districts’ border, a stone’s throw from the Docks. It was a 
buyer’s paradise of shops, a thief’s paradise of pockets, and a rogue’s 
paradise of vice. It was also the crossroads for the local criminal 
underground. The number of watchers that she’d spotted their first 
night in the area had made that perfectly clear, forcing her on an 
exceedingly circuitous route back to their inn later that night. Her 
brother Ram also had an eye for threats but had never been too 
concerned. 

Tila knew from the reports by her family’s doctor that the quarry 
they were stalking was a walking example of unspeakable abuse, a 
man scarred shoulder to shin in various ways and_ bearing 
considerable damage to his mind and soul. It was this latter ugly fact 
that drove her on in her search. She’d met the man as he convalesced 
for a time in her father’s estate in Fugaku, and nothing about him fit, 
from his age to his daughter to his missing will to live. 

After several weeks traversing the city, acting as merchants and 
traders from the East, their only lead was a local legend in the Garden 
about a Scarred Man and his defense of the lower districts against 
demonic forces that had once terrorized the zone. The locals spoke in 
awe of the man who had built and populated an orphanage with the 
surviving children of those he'd killed, but no one had seen him in 
months, and no one seemed to know where he lived. 

Tila was seriously considering caving in and visiting the local Fuga 
consul. The Ambassador might be able to arrange an introduction to 
someone that could connect them to the former officers of Vigil 
Company Storm. It would mean breaking protocol and revealing their 
presence, but it might be their only option. She was far from giving up 
the search. 

Late that afternoon, Tila shopped a small, elite tailor in the Garden. 
The siblings hadn’t been together to celebrate any one of their 
birthdays in more than five years, and she wanted to make it 


memorable. The pub in question was another local legend, and Tila 
thought it would be a fitting place to eat, drink, and celebrate her older 
brother’s twenty-eighth year. 

Master Layne brightened at the mention of the Scarred Man. “Well, 
of course, Dear! He’s one of my best customers. Let me write down 
the address. If you see him, please tell him that Master Layne wishes 
him good health for his birthday.” The tailor handed over a slip of paper 
with a number and a street name. 

Tila wasn’t sure what to think about Layne’s birthday wish but 
decided to go with it. “Oh, no!” she said. “I was here to pick up a brown 
scarf for my brother, but perhaps you can recommend another color for 
the Scarred Man, with it being his birthday and all.” 

“If you ask me, he favors the darker colors but wears far too much 
black. | know just the thing for him.” Master Layne went into the back, 
returning with an undyed scarf made of raw silk, an unfinished off- 
white. “If he asks, tell him he can choose any color dye except black, 
and | will match it.” 

HHH 

“| have a special surprise for your birthday tonight.” Tila explained 
their destination as the siblings walked up the Garden avenue noted by 
Master Layne. The eyes of many followed their backs. 

“What if it’s a trap?” said Ram. “Who knows who that tailor truly 
works for?” 

“You won't ever forget the Dungarr, will you?” 

Even though Ram’s tone had been more filled with humor than 
concern, Tila’s heart still held plenty of guilt. It had been her report that 
had sent Ram into harm’s way in the Dungarr Basin, leading to his 
imprisonment in the village of the Emperor's Children. If the ‘Storm 
Lord’ hadn’t appeared and convinced the heretics’ chief to let Ram 
make a run for it, her brother would have been just another set of 
bones in an already enormous pile. 

“It seems that only our quarry managed to forget that place and 
himself in the process,” he answered. 

The heretics fed their prisoners to their predatory pets, harvesting 
the pain and fear of being eaten alive for their dark god, the Emperor. 
It left a deep mark on Ram’s mind. 


“Do you think we’re doing the right thing here?” Tila nudged her 
brother. “Maybe we should just leave the ghosts of the Dungarr in 
peace.” 

“What?” Ram laughed. “And listen to my sister lament our failed 
mission during the entire ride home? That’s something that even | can’t 
survive.” 

As they neared the prescribed address, Ram pulled his sister 
across the wide street. He pointed out the checkered flag hanging on 
the gate of a three-story manor house, “Plague flag.” 

A busy pub’s sounds could be heard around the corner to their left, 
up a small alley. They turned toward the noise and the smells of a 
busy establishment and soon found themselves seated in the Scarred 
Man Pub with a good view of the front door. 

“Mission accomplished,” said Ram. His mug was already half 
empty. “I haven’t had ale this good since we arrived in Maidenhall.” 

Tila beamed at her older brother’s delight. Finding the pub had been 
the best gift she could have given him, even if it lacked in the fairer 
sorts of patrons that he enjoyed. The place was busy, filled mostly with 
Blue-clad Kingsmen and a few Royal Guardsmen. Several young men 
across the room seemed to be celebrating, based on the number of 
mugs sitting on their table. They wore gray tunics, hanging their 
shields and axes across their backs. 

“Recognize any of them?” she asked Ram. 

“Sentinels of the Order. | spent two days staked into the ground 
beside one in Dungarr, but | don’t see anyone familiar.” 

“Well, it's a lead. Perhaps | can give them the Scarred Man’s 
birthday scarf, and we can follow it home.” 

“You do realize that we were followed here and will likely be 
followed back to our inn later tonight?” Ram touched his nose. “Trying 
to tail anyone around here will only raise suspicions and end with us 
sequestered together in an extremely uncomfortable hole.” 

“Then what should | do with this gift?” she replied. 

“lll hand it to the barman when our food comes out. Let me see it.” 

The small, soft parcel had a tag which read: ‘For the Scarred Man. 
Pick any color but black.’ 

“You have nice hand-writing. Please give me your pen.” Ram genily 


crossed out ‘Scarred Man’ and wrote in ‘Lord of the Twisted.’ 
It was a name few, if any, would know. 
“There. I'll be right back.” 
HHH 

The food was pleasing enough for a back-alley pub. The Meat was 
fresh, and the ale washed everything down in a good way. 

Ram caught Tila’s floundering mood. “We can come back another 
day.” 

His sister always became wistful after one drink, and she’d just 
polished off her second. Even with the food she’d eaten, Ram knew it 
would be a long, sad walk back to the Crow’s Feather Inn for both of 
them. 

“lm sorry for working on your birthday, and | hope you liked this 
place,” said Tila. “It’s just that | feel like we’re getting close.” 

Ram noticed a new barman had taken over and gave his sister a 
nod toward the stern-looking man who was watching the gray-clad 
sentinels. 

“I think that’s our cue to leave,” said Ram. “He’s keeping an eye on 
us, and | can feel his lethal intent from here. I’m not kidding.” 

Ram had a form of clear sight that aligned well with his role in the 
Fuga Recon Corps. He could sense harmful intent in the minds of 
others before it turned into destructive action. It had helped Ram and 
his Recon section to avoid their share of deadly ambushes. 

“If we bail now, won’t it just make us a target for whoever is waiting 
outside?” said Tila. 

As if on cue, the front door swung open, and two sizable sentinels, 
one older, one younger, walked in, escorting what appeared to be a 
blind woman. Her arm was looped through the younger man’s, and the 
unnatural sheen of her eyes seemed to gaze upon the room without 
focus. They were followed in by two beautiful women, one older, one 
younger, both being escorted by a captain of the Royal Guard. 

Ram’s attention was firmly snared by the women. “I see what you 
mean, and | think we should stay a bit longer.” 

“Brother,” Tila said, nodding toward the bar. 

A man had appeared beside the bar, oddly dressed in dark blue 
silk. They hadn’t seen him enter. The Guard captain escorted the 


younger of the two women over to the bar, handing her off to the man 
who was obviously hers. She planted a long kiss on his mouth and 
tugged him gently into the room, moving toward the group of Grays. 
She wore dark leathers with a longsword lashed across her back, and 
her eyes never stopped scanning the many patrons in the pub. 

Cheers erupted at the young man’s appearance, and he smiled, still 
hanging on the arm of his exotic beauty. He seemed almost frail. He 
didn’t drink. 

“Brother, brother, why are you crying?” Tila asked. 

“It's him, as | first saw him. It’s him. The Storm Lord,” said Ram. 
“And this is his company. They have found him, just as he said they 
would.” 

Tila tried not to stare as she examined the man—no little girl, no 
beard, no gray hair but the same haunted eyes and a storm raging 
within him. 

“Ram, you're right. And he’s still wearing pajamas, just like we last 
saw him in Dungarr City. What should we do?” 

“| think we should stand up. He’s walking over this way.” 


Chapter 3 
The Gifts 


| offered Ben my assessment, “The older of the two is definitely 
military, but | don’t think he’s a threat since he appears to be weeping. 
The young woman, his sister, for sure, can’t seem to take her eyes off 
of me, but I’ve been known to have that effect on women.” 

Ouch! 

“Did | say ‘women?’ | meant to say, ‘one special woman.” | offered 
my best smile to Raven, earning a laugh and another kiss. 

“Strong emotions aside, they seem awfully familiar and aren't hiding 
any cold thoughts. Why don’t we go and thank them for the birthday 
gift?” 

The pair of strangers stood up and bowed as we approached. The 
man was full of gratitude and contentment, his posture one of 
command. His sister, a cute, slender woman with shoulder-length 
black hair, made me itch. Intending to hide her confusion and concern, 
she kept her face blank in a well-trained manner. 

| offered a short bow in return. “Thank you for the thoughtful gift. | 
feel like we’ve met before, but I’m at a complete loss.” 

“You may remember our father, Lord Almer Na’am, from the Realm 
of Fugaku,” said the man. “Il am Ram, and this is my sister Tila. We’ve 
been on a personal mission to find you. Tila is somewhat of a storm 
chaser and was most interested in knowing if you survived, and well, 
just knowing you. We both were—I| mean are. You saved my life in the 
Dungarr, in the camp of the Emperor’s Children, and it is a soul debt 
for me to repay.” 

Raven and Ben both relaxed a bit at his words. He wasn't bluffing. 


“I’m Ara Storm, a vigil of the Order, though | seem to have acquired 
a few other names. | never expected the ‘Lord of the Twisted’ moniker 
to survive the Dungarr. This is my better half, Raven Ylamil. And this is 
Ben Heck. He runs this establishment.” 

“And your daughter?” said Ram. 

“Now, my adopted sister Ayla, she lives with my extended family.” 

The young woman, Tila, remained speechless. | could feel a 
newfound joy in her heart collide with her intent to remain aloof, an 
observer, analyzing what she saw. | hoped that she wasn’t too 
disappointed. 

“Please forgive the heavy security around here. We are in an uncivil 
war against some highly influential people, and | carry a large bounty 
on my head. Perhaps, once we sort out our difficulties in Maidenhall, it 
would be a good time for a trip to the East. | have some fences to 
mend in that direction.” 

The looming threat sparked a reaction in both Ram and Tila, and 
their chests seemed to expand with anger and indignation. 

“Please, no worries,” | assured them. “We will be fine. As you can 
see, I’m back on my feet and almost ready to face our enemies. Soon, 
| will be fully recovered.” 

Tila finally managed to speak; her voice carried a gentle weight. “I 
am sure my father would like to meet you when you have fully 
regained your health. He had his doubts about you, and | think that 
weighed heavily on his heart.” 

| remembered her voice. It carried an undercurrent of sincerity and 
a tone of warmth as if energy flowed with each word, a subtle power. | 
reached out my hand to her, taking a chance. 

“Would you and your brother walk out with us?” | asked. “Perhaps 
you could stop by our house in the morning for coffee and meet 
everyone.” 

Tila took my hand and nodded, looking to her brother. Her touch 
swirled in my mind, a steppe wind around her heart, alternating 
between cold gusts and warm breezes. It was fascinating. Hart would 
have a job to do with her. 

“We would be most proud,” said Ram, holding out his hand too. 

Ram was a rock, solid to the core, yet gentle, his strength well 


controlled, his mind ever running to his sister, like a doting older 
brother. | recognized the feeling. It mirrored my relationship with Cat. 

Ben waved to Juno Hartwell across the room, letting him know it 
was time to leave, and our sentinels began threading their way out the 
door. 

Laila gave me a wink from her table with Captain Clarion Price. She 
was in her element and would end the night with a bevy of new 
information to hash over with Ben. 

Finding Hart, my sister and inquisitor, walking out just ahead of me, 
| playfully whispered in her ear. She smiled and allowed me to kiss her 
on the cheek while Sevin Martell gave me a nod, missing nothing 
about the girl. 

Sevin and | shared a bond in our vigilance to protect Hart. Sevin 
was hopelessly in love with the blind young woman, and she had 
grown to love him back. My concern was a mix of affection and 
selfishness, knowing that my sanity wouldn't survive for long if 
anything happened to my inquisitor. 

“Still flirting with Hart?” said Rae. 

“Always, but she doesn’t seem to give me a second look.” 

“Or even a first one,” Raven pointed out. 

“Now, you're just being mean,” | laughed as we crossed the street 
towards home. 

It had been my first time outside of the Checkered Flag Manor in 
weeks. My days of recovery were nearing an end. 

| felt a sudden chill to my left, coming from Ram of all people. He 
shielded Tila protectively while looking back over my shoulder to the 
right. Scanning that direction, | sensed another cold spot, a muted void 
blanketing someone far down the block. 

“Shields, right!” | pulled Raven forward, closing with our sentinels. 

Sevin had his shield out and up in front of Hart a split second before 
a loud bang echoed along the mostly empty street. A spent bolt landed 
at my feet. Juno sprinted for our front gate, getting it unlocked before 
another bolt could arrive. 

My mind flashed as a monster leaped from a stone wall, its claws 
tearing into the rough stone of an alleyway nearby. It blurred into the 
night, hunting. 


“Go! Go! Through the gate!” Juno’s voice boomed. 

“Ram!” | called, pointing, even as Raven and | raced each other for 
the safety of the twelve-foot stone wall that surrounded our mansion. 

| could feel the siblings’ confusion, not knowing if this was a trap or 
an ambush meant for them. We reached the gate, and | grabbed 
Hicks, pointing to the couple still standing in the street. He already had 
his shield out, guarding the gate opening, facing up the street toward 
the hidden bowmen. Hicks ran to provide cover for Ram and Tila just 
as another bolt arrived. It skipped off the stone wall and caught my left 
arm near the shoulder. It soun me around. 

“Feth!” | screamed. There goes my favorite set of pajamas. 

A chilling growl echoed down the block, its tone a warning to all as it 
shook the night air. The scream that followed was cut short, as was the 
next. Ben was sprinting across the street now, towards me, as two 
more men raced down the street toward the attackers. Ben’s anger 
burned almost as strong as mine. 

“Get them inside!” | ordered, pointing to Hicks and the Fuga pair. 
They'd finally started moving toward the mansion gate. 

Ben’s hearing seemed to be going in his middle age as he 
completely ignored my command. He hooked a strong arm about my 
waist, and he half carried me backward through the gate into my front 
yard. 

“Hold him!” he ordered Juno. 

Raven grabbed my hand and wouldn’t let go as Ben tore off my 
long, bloody sleeve and sniffed my wound. He quickly tied the sleeve 
into a large knot and stuffed it into my mouth as | tried to protest. 

“Bite on this,” he said. 

Kinder words were never spoken. 

Ben emptied a bottle of spirits into my shoulder, followed by a bottle 
of something else that definitely wasn’t drinkable. | think it was half 
acid, half fire, or some similar recipe, but not quite birthday cake. 

Two of my strongest, Gunner and Juno, had me pinned in place as 
Ben yelled at me to stop struggling. | ran away from the pain, deeper 
into a cooling summer night. 

HHH 
Sorrow slumbered at my feet, and a bucket was tucked under my 


arm as | coughed myself awake. The coughing quickly turned into 
vomiting, and the bile-filled bucket began to make sense. My upper 
arm was wrapped in a beautifully bloody silk scarf, another birthday gift 
put to good use. | chuckled. At least it wasn’t black. 

Raven slept on the couch while Yseria had taken the chair beside 
the bed. 

“Psst,” | nudged my bodyguard awake. 

It was an evil act but making it to the bathroom wasn’t a sure thing 
without some help. Sounds of footsteps and the smell of coffee in the 
house below pulled at me as | returned to bed. 

| whispered to Yser, “Did everyone survive?” 

She nodded, still holding tight to her tongue and the anxiety 
dammed up behind it. 

| replayed the attack in my mind, piecing together the sights, 
sounds, and tells of the dark street. There were two attackers to the 
north, spaced separately on a low roof down the block, but not too far 
apart. 

The first shot was the intended kill shot. It had to be, but, with 
Ram’s sudden distress, I’d noticed the ambush just in time and sent 
everyone into motion. How Ram had known something was wrong was 
a question to be answered later. 

It had been such a small opening in that instant when Hicks stepped 
out into the street, leaving me exposed beside the front gate. The 
second attacker had remained loaded, patiently waiting for just such a 
moment and, like any cold-blooded killer, fired without hesitation. It 
wasn’t a bad shot from a block away, missing the kill by less than a 
foot. 

The war was Officially on. 

“Has someone sent a message to Lynda?” | asked. 

“Ben,” Yser replied. 

“This neighborhood is going downhill fast. You can’t even cross the 
street these days without someone causing a stir.” 

| had left Yser at home last night, wanting our dark elves on hand to 
protect Cat and Ayla from any unwanted intruders while we went 
across the street. She wasn’t about to forgive me for that, but it wasn’t 
like she would have been able to do more than catch a crossbow bolt. 


Our enemies knew us for our swords, and nobody wanted to cross 
them. 

“| think I’m empty. Any chance you could open the window for some 
fresh air? And toss this bucket out while you're at it?” | slowly got up. | 
was done with my pajamas. 

Having been in bed for the better part of six weeks now, recovering, 
| was getting tired of all the rest. We had a local war to fight, and | 
loathed placing my pawns onto the board without the ability to protect 
them myself. Just like the rest of my family, | was a pawn, and rancid 
bucket or not, someone would answer for last night’s attempt. 

Once, the late Vigaila Grace had chided an acolyte of hers about 
the folly of going to war without better Knowing one’s enemies. | 
intended to leverage that thought to the fullest as the game of 
Murderhall resumed for real. 

My left shoulder appeared to be well stitched and a little stiff to 
move as a result. | woke Raven to help me into the bath, sending 
Yseria downstairs to bed. Then we covered my stitches in some fresh 
bandages and dressed me up in my leathers, adding a black leather 
riding jacket reinforced with a fine, chain-steel mesh, a well-worn left 
vambrace, and a trusty sling to hold my oft-abused arm in place. Exile, 
my broadsword, and Sorrow, my fang-dagger settled in on my back, 
within easy reach of my right hand. 

If | had been wearing my usual chainmail under leather armor last 
night, | might have never even been nicked. | had plenty of aches and 
pains to remind me of my stupidity and would be apologizing to Ben 
Heck for the unguarded moment if | survived his reproach. 

HHH 

“In broad daylight?” Ben was still fuming. 

“Yes,” | replied. “Tomorrow afternoon. I’m sorry about last night. 
Really, | am, but | know you've got the resources to cover us. We must 
Officially declare our intentions to the Crown to avoid any 
repercussions from the King when we act.” 

My company had all gathered in our large dining room, getting their 
late fill of coffee and fresh rolls. The smell was incredible, but | avoided 
ruining it, not breaking my fast. Instead, | spent the time trading careful 
hugs and solid handshakes with everyone as we waited for our 


visitors. 

| had already pulled Cat and Hart aside and filled them in on their 
roles for the day. They were my backstop for the war and would need 
to keep a close watch on certain pieces. Cat, formally known as Vigil 
Enricata Moon, was my dearest friend; she’d been a part of my life for 
the last twelve years. Having just turned thirteen to my nineteen, she 
was the far saner of the two vigils that guided Company Storm. She’d 
become the glue that kept everyone grounded and together, and she 
wouldn't be leaving the Checkered Flag premises until the dispute over 
our presence in Maidenhall was finished. 

Hart was another person that | couldn’t live without. We were about 
the same age, and her main role as inquisitor was keeping an eye on 
my inner health. Her short brown hair and shy smile paired well with a 
sharp mind, and as my sister, she would say whatever needed to be 
said. 

Having been born blind, Hart was vulnerable in the extreme, but, at 
Hart’s request, I’d handed her Sevin Martell, my most able sentinel, as 
a bodyguard, and we could rely on the entire company to protect her 
from any threats. Hart had already proven her worth, saving me on 
more than one occasion when I’d stepped too far into the Mad Black. It 
cost her plenty whenever she reeled me back in, and | would be 
forever grateful for her courage and strength. 

“They’re here,” | said, looking toward the back door. 

Ram and Tila Na’am soon walked into the dining room, trailing Laila 
Storm. Officially my adopted sister, today, she was my concerned 
aunt, and | caught her in a surprise hug. 

“The pajamas didn’t make it,” | wept into her shoulder, stifling my 
laugh. 

There’s something about a new war that cheers me up and helps 
me focus. It’s the time between the blood baths that takes all of my 
energy to survive. 

Ram and Tila were lugging heavy thoughts of worry through the 
door but dropped them on the floor at the sight of me being fully 
dressed. | could feel their confusion and concern at my martial 
appearance and the crowded room. It was time to begin. 

“Ram, Tila, please come in. I’m thankful that you are unhurt and 


here with us this morning. I'd like to introduce you to Company Storm.” 
| shook the soldier's warm hand and was given a gentle hug by his 
sister. 

“First, I'd like to say to our guests and everyone present that | am 
deeply sorry for the danger that | put you all in last night. It was a well- 
placed opening shot in a little war that | hope will be ending soon. 

“lve met Ram and Tila, the children of Lord Na’am of Fugaku, at 
least three times now, but I’m still missing a lot,” | explained. “So, 
before | introduce my company, perhaps they would first share with us 
their positions in the Fuga Realm.” 

| expected Ram, as the eldest, to step forward, but Tila took the 
floor. 

“Our father, Lord Almer Na’am, is the governor of Hollen Province 
on the western side of our Realm. He is the equivalent of a Duke by 
Colivar’s measure. My brother, Ram’ayal Na’am, is a Major in our 
Reconnaissance Corps. His life was spared due to the actions and 
self-sacrifice of Lord Storm in the Dungarr Basin. Our family owes him 
a debt of honor and gratitude.” 

“Lord Storm began his Vigil career as a scout and is glad to hear 
that Ram is of the same mold,” | interjected, feeling somewhat more 
comfortable with the third-person reference. 

“My name is Tila’sen Na’am. I’m the head of intelligence gathering 
for our Province. You would know me by the more common term ‘seer’ 
or even ‘spy.’ I’ve spent the past month tracking down Lord Storm, 
hoping that he’d somehow survived and recovered from his ordeal. We 
can see that you have, and we owe you all a debt of gratitude for the 
magic that you performed in doing so.” 

| could feel Tila’s words resonate around the room, and my stomach 
seemed to settle. Her linguistic skill showed its magic as it gently 
pulled on the hearts and minds arrayed around us. 

“Ayla, do you remember Lord Na’am?” | said. 

“Better than you, father.” She offered her most endearing grin. 

“And his children Ram and Tila? Do you also remember them?” 

“Of course, and they have traded their sorrow for concern at the 
sight of you.” 

Ayla, my fourteen-year-old adopted sister, hopped up at that point 


to give Tila a small bow. Ayla’s dark hair and deep brown eyes also 
showed an eastern lineage. “Well met Wind Chaser,” she said. “I’m 
Ayla’dune Storm, sister to the Storm Lord. It was my burden to keep 
Ara alive during his time in our village of the Emperor's Children. In 
doing so, | avoided the fate of my father, my family, and the rest of the 
village.” 

“Wind Chaser?” | asked. 

“It’s my name. ‘Follows the Wind’ is the literal translation,” explained 
Tila. “Our greatest birds are named as such; they soar on the wind, 
watching the world from on high.” 

“Last night, Ram mentioned that you were a storm chaser. Is that 
another part of the translation?” | asked. 

“Some winds blow black,” Tila replied. 

Feth, | thought. 

“Poetic,” | stated. “Wouldn’t you agree, Hart?” 

Hart nodded with a knowing smile. For some reason, even 
expecting her answer, my empty stomach tumbled at the thought. 
Learning about the existence of another vigil caliber talent in the world 
was huge. The fact that they were working for the Fuga Crown might 
explain their interest in me. 

| began the introductions, “Hart is my inquisitor, given the arduous 
task of chasing my sanity, which also tends to turn black at times. Her 
sight is a gift, and | would be lost without her. 

“Vigil Enricata Moon, ‘Cat’ to those of us that love her, is our 
company’s second vigil and is only in charge when | go missing, which 
| promise will be less often now that | have her with me. Sitting beside 
her with the expansive coffee grin is Paladin Black. He’s my most 
experienced officer and Cat's bodyguard. Her other bodyguard, 
Paladin Grey, is currently staying with my consul at Sturgess 
Courthouse in the Royal District. 

“Beside me is my Beloved, whom you met last night. She is the 
daughter to King Janis Ylamil in Bastian and likely the most lethal 
sword in this room.” 

| hesitated, waiting for an argument there, maybe a look from Cynan 
Black, but nothing emerged. It was always good to check one’s 
perception of reality and find it true. 


“My scouts are Mott Duncan and Cillian Redd. | think they would be 
interested in sharing some stories with Ram. My sentinels, all full- 
blooded demon killers, are Captain Juno Hartwell, Sevin Martell, 
Gunner Trew, and Brandon Hicks. | believe you already met my head 
of security, Ben Heck, last night. He will be arranging our trip into the 
Royal Quarter tomorrow. There, we'll meet Consul Lynda Snow and 
Sevin’s brother Keil as well as the Judge of Maidenhall.” 

Tila smiled. “Ara, thank you for all the introductions, but you have 
forgotten one person—yourself. Are you Vigil Storm or the Storm 
Lord? Are you the Scarred Man or Lord of the Twisted?” 

“Yes, | carry all of those titles and a few more. Still, like my 
sentinels, | consider myself a pawn to move across the board, in 
whatever role is necessary.” 

Tila stood silently, considering my words. Ram looked around the 
room at each of us and nodded. He recognized our commitment. He 
was our brother now. 

“By fate or fortune, you stepped into our lives last night and into a 
dangerous turf war,” | said. “You and your brother are uniquely 
positioned to aid us in our cause.” 

“How so?” Ram jumped right in. 

“First, you are currently unknown to our enemies. Second, as the 
children of a foreign Duke, your standing provides a strong political 
case against those that tried to assassinate us last night. And lastly, 
your innate abilities are invaluable.” 

Tila offered another blank look, “Ara, what abilities are those?” 

“For one, your brother’s ability to sense a threat before it arrives. 
Can you imagine how valuable that would be to someone with a 
bounty on their head?” 

The room's silence registered keenly in my mind, adding to the itch 
in my shoulder as it healed. | had just shared plenty about myself in 
answering Tila. 

“For one?” said Tila, her voice tugging on me in a most pleasant 
way. 

“Yes,” | answered, staring into her deep brown eyes. Then | offered 
her a gentle bow, leaving everyone in the room stunned. 


Chapter 4 
The Blood Pact 


Shrouded, shackled, and bound, Baden Durk knew where he was. 
The Maidenhall Docks left little to the imagination when it came to its 
uniquely heavy barrage of scents and sounds, and the tilt of the wagon 
told him that he was being carted up into the city, one he’d not visited 
in almost a year. 

Beyond that, the assassin had plenty of time to stew over his 
stupidity and consider the reasons for being taken. He should have 
boarded a ship in Southport and never been found again, but he’d 
stuck around, having a few trusted contacts that could get him a job 
doing something other than killing. He’d failed to realize that those 
same contacts still had other connections that might pay dearly to find 
him and use his services. 

Fortunately, the trip had been relatively short, and he was still 
breathing, even if it was through a lice-filled burlap sack. In his line of 
work, death came to a mark quickly, at least among professionals, and 
he had no reason to believe this was anything but a professional job. 
The former Coven hands that had secured him were long gone, having 
delivered Durk into the hands of a slave transport company that ran 
barges up and down the Bull River. The heavy shackles he wore kept 
him compliant, allowing a half-hour of deck time each night to empty 
his bowels and stand beneath a few buckets of river water. If he’d 
jumped overboard, they would’ve just hauled him back in or let him 
sink to the river bottom for good. 

The slavers toted other souls on this trip up the river, but none that 
would speak their name, fear overwhelming them all. Durk knew that 


he had little to fear from the slavers; only those at the receiving end of 
this long dark shipment would determine his fate. They knew who he 
was and what he could do. There was little doubt about what they'd be 
demanding of him and even less concerning Durk’s worth once the job 
was completed. He would have to play along, hoping for a guarantee 
of parole or another way out. 

HEE 

Braxton House had come with the marriage, and it was perfect. 
Sitting low on the slope outside the Royal Quarter Curtain Wall, it 
offered Count Robard Redding easy access to associates from up and 
down society’s step ladder. Besides a convenient location and a view, 
the House harbored a basement fit for a smuggler with tunnel access 
to an alleyway behind his neighbor’s carriage house. 

Countess Margot Redding, his titled wife, was a Royal harpy, fit for 
the King’s Quarter above and not much else. He readily obliged her 
desire for his absence by pursuing his ventures and spending her 
money unchecked along the way. Count Redding preferred dealing 
with the city’s common underside rather than being viewed as the 
common underside of his wife’s family and acquaintances. Seven 
years prior, given a new name and a few wealthy backers, Robb 
Shivers had risen from being a hand to Boss Coles and had become 
the new Count Redding. His position by marriage had given the Grays 
direct access to the area inside the Royal Curtain Wall. 

Fortunately for Redding, he’d found his place before Boss Sarpa 
and his Coven took over iron-fisted control of the underworld of 
Maidenhall. Sarpa had different, more effective methods in mind for 
controlling the Lower Districts, none of which suited the count’s new 
lifestyle. That said, Redding had proven his loyalty by providing Sarpa 
with the coin and the information needed to eliminate Vigil Gaunt and 
his company from the Realm’s Capital six years ago. 

After the sudden death of Sarpa last year, Redding found himself 
one small step away from becoming the new overboss himself. He 
would soon be a true power, on par with the King, yet well-hidden 
behind the mask of Margot Redding’s obedient, if poorly bred, 
husband. That one small step was the removal of Vigil Storm. 

While Redding admired the Vigil's hardcore methods almost as 


much as he’d admired Sarpa’s, it only made the count focus harder on 
his goal. With the present vigil’s death, the Vigil company would lose 
its hold on Maidenhall and be gone. Vigil Moon, newly ascended, was 
a child without the capacity to protect the King or the city from what he 
had planned, and Redding sincerely hoped that she stayed around 
long enough to end up in his basement, locked away for his nightly 
visits. Being the boss would surely have its perks. 

Redding had his elite accomplices. The willing set of not so silent 
partners helped to plan and fund the scheme. With the assassin now 
safely stowed in Braxton House’s basement and the eastern girl’s 
inside information, the count was certain that his hidden war would be 
won within the week. He would soon begin building his empire above 
and below Maidenhall, a master of the Gold and the Gray. 

Colonel Lester Barnes assured him that their play for power over 
the Peers would bear fruit, and with the colonel’s old Army 
connections, they’d be able to rebuild all that they’d lost in the Death 
Valley Massacre last year. Nobody would be left to stand in their way. 

Baroness Glouston had been the most helpful; her need to avenge 
her husband’s violent death made her the perfect partner for any 
action against Vigil Storm. Her import business often traded in human 
flesh, and she had helped to track down and carry in the man to do the 
job. Redding hoped tonight’s meeting would convince all interested 
parties that the moment was right to move forward with their plan. 

The girl was a rogue, of that he was sure, but one that would suit 
his needs. She had a razed village full of reasons for revenge on Vigil 
Storm and a position close to the man himself. She was perfectly 
willing to prove her loyalty and draw the upstart vigil into a well- 
prepared trap. 

Redding’s footman, Lymon, had grilled the young woman in the 
presence of a couple of former Coven hands that still kept watch on 
the Garden of the King area. Beneath Lymon’s scarf-covered collar, 
the ‘X’ branded on the back of his neck denoted a Coven turncoat, 
while his clear sight ability to detect any lies made sure that Redding’s 
associates could be trusted. By all appearances, Lymon was 
Redding’s refined valet, and he’d verified the waif’s story of tragic loss. 
The count didn’t care one way or the other. If her story didn’t pan out, 


he could always use her as bait or keep her for his entertainment. 
HHH 

Baden Durk was at the end of his manacle, leaning hard in the 
direction of Count Redding. 

“What the FETH do you think you’re doing?” he screamed at the 
overdressed assembly. 

“Business,” Redding replied calmly. “In my case, it’s just business. 
We hope you will join us in our pending ascension to royalty.” 

Durk eyed the room. “Royalty? Are you a fool? Do you think the 
Scarred Man will allow it? And do you think the city will allow your lives 
to continue if you somehow managed to kill the bastard?” 

Baroness Glouston, a truly sour woman, glared openly at his 
remarks while the old colonel, an outsider to the underground, listened 
intently. The young woman, barely more than a girl, dark and intense, 
was smiling and clearly insane. She wore a bloody scarf around her 
neck, and Durk didn’t have the slightest fething idea what part she 
would play in this misguided scheme. 

“As the new boss, | will tell the city what to do,” Redding replied. 
“Not with words, but with actions, and it will listen.” 

Count Redding’s footman leaned against the basement wall, 
peering intently into everything that was said. The man looked familiar 
to Durk, a ghost from the past, perhaps. That alone caused the 
assassin to fear where this was going. 

“You know him as the Scarred Man,” said the baroness. “We know 
him as Vigil Storm. He is living proof that a man can ascend and yet 
still be in control of the lower half of Maidenhall.” 

“And what is he to you?” said Durk. 

Glouston explained, “He’s responsible for killing my husband, 
Percy, and almost ruining our family business. He cannot be allowed to 
live. That is why | brought you here.” 

Durk bit down on his next words. Knowing the reason for his 
capture and the party responsible was a gift he would use if he ever 
escaped from this plot. It also provided a definitive clue as to his life 
expectancy when this was all over. 

“Why me?” he finally asked. 

“You were contracted to kill the man once before and failed. Am | 


right?” said Redding. “Let’s just say that we’re offering you a chance to 
make amends.” 

Durk shuddered. For Redding to know such a secret implied a deep 
Coven connection and perhaps explained the group’s confidence. The 
assassin was liking his long-term chances less and less. He’d already 
crossed paths with the Scarred Man and knew that if he met the man 
again, things would end poorly. 

“Does the Scarred Man know that he’s a target?” Durk had begun to 
consider the job and what it would take to complete it. 

Here, the girl laughed loudly, drawing the ire of Redding. 

The count snapped, “Something to add, Dear?” 

“| just thought that those two bowmen you hired earlier should be 
mentioned. You remember those, don’t you?” she replied, not backing 
down to the larger man’s frown. “I’d say that your stupidity has well and 
truly warned them of your intentions.” 

Count Redding backhanded the young woman, spinning her to the 
floor with a broken lip. The previous night's failure was still fresh on his 
mind, but he was glad to have taken the chance. If it had succeeded, 
he wouldn't have to put up with any more of the girl’s piss poor 
manners or put his trust in the skeptical assassin. 

Redding loomed, red-faced with rage. “Any more smart comments?” 

The girl shook her head, wiping her mouth as she stood. “I offered 
you my blood as a woman if you would help avenge my clan, and yet 
you spill it here tonight without a second thought.” 

She held out her bloody hands. “Take it back. All of you. Out of 
respect for the blood of my ancestors, | cannot help you if you don’t.” 

The assassin stopped pulling on his chain and leaned back. The 
room had frozen in confusion at the girl's oddly savage request, at the 
blood smeared on her hands and dripping from her chin. By the girl’s 
calm demeanor, she had obviously experienced far worse, and Durk 
was certain that she’d leaned into the strike instead of flinching away. 
Suddenly, as if his hard-won instincts had finally reawakened, Durk 
knew it was all a trap and that the girl was, by far, the most dangerous 
person in the room. 

“| can’t work without my bow,” Durk stammered to the room. “I won't 
be able to succeed with anything else.” He knew it wouldn't be that 


easy. 

“| Know where it is,” said the girl, still holding out her hands to the 
room. “It would be a simple thing for me to retrieve it. Do we have a 
pact or not?” 

Redding couldn’t have said it better. He looked over his shoulder at 
Lymon, who shrugged. The count slowly reached out and touched the 
young woman’s bloody hand. When nothing unusual happened, he 
relaxed and wiped his hand on a handkerchief. Baden Durk did the 
same, but for different reasons, followed by the baroness and the 
colonel. Getting an evil eyeful from the girl, even the footman, Lymon, 
was forced to step forward. 

“You have your savage blood pact,” said Redding. “Now, can we all 
get on with this?” 

The girl smiled, wiping her hands on her already bloody scarf. “Of 
course. Give me three days to acquire the weapon. Until then, keep 
your distance.” 

“Baden Durk, are you ready to earn your place in history?” Redding 
was all smiles, feeling sure of his coming success. 

“When | see my bow.” 

“Well, until then, enjoy the solitude of my basement. Lymon will 
send someone down to empty your bucket every day.” 


Chapter 5 
The Consul 


Lynda Snow ran from Sturgess Courthouse, her prized diamond 
and emerald earrings gleaming in the afternoon light. We’d met Walker 
Grey in the courtyard, and he was busy urging Raven to spar with him 
the next time he returned to the Checkered Flag. It was his way of 
flirting, and Rae appreciated it. | felt for the man and his severely 
burned face. | hoped that he got his wish. 

Paladin Grey was a peer of Cynan Black. He had held the top of the 
burning southern wall at Lockrun against a horde of demons with only 
Ber’yl and a handful of sentinel adepts. The adepts that had survived, 
less than a third of their original number, were promoted to full-blooded 
sentinel and given a full share of the bounties for the battles demon 
kills. 

Ber’yl, Grey’s broadsword, was an Infernal weapon with a grudge 
against the Kjaira wrapped around my partner’s soul. My Kjaira, the 
demon-soul imbued in my fang-blade, had destroyed Ber’y/ and her 
brother’s armor-plated incarnations, sending their souls to live within 
their hellswords. I'd struck an accord with them for their continued 
service on this side of the Veil. Grey had bonded with his imbued 
hellsword, changed it even, and that had somehow healed his lonely 
mind. He’d taken to the role of Cat’s surrogate uncle with an 
eagerness that surprised us all. Cat had a pull that few, if any, could 
resist. 

Lynda slowed to a stop; her smile was suddenly hidden beneath a 
raft of hurt feelings. | smiled and grabbed her in a warm embrace. 
Lynda was my consul, and as my company’s third officer, she’d been 


locked away for far too long within the confines of Sturgess 
Courthouse, out of reach to most of Company Storm. We hadn’t seen 
each other in weeks, except for one brief and dangerous visit to the 
King’s Court that had ended in an overly dramatic fashion. 

“Ben sent word that you’d been attacked, poisoned,” she whispered 
in my ear. “Why are you here?” 

“| finally got tired of those pajamas and had a sudden urge to see 
you.” 

“An urge? Does Raven know?” she whispered with her deviously 
cute voice. “Are you even able to respond to an urge these days?” 

“You have a point. Maybe | should come back later,” | said, not 
wanting Lynda to see how accurate her remark had been. I'd lost 
plenty in the sordid depths of the Dungarr, but my sense of humor was 
returning in defense of whatever was left. 

Lynda clamped her hand to mine. “Now that you’re here, you won't 
be getting away that easily.” 

| looked into her brilliant green eyes. “I’m sorry. I’ve missed you, for 
months it seems, and we haven't had a chance to resume our usual 
talks. Before we meet Judge Small, there are some things that | need 
to share with you, about the Royal court, about the situation, about me. 
And | warn you, none of them are pretty.” 

“You’re the Scarred Man, and yet you’ve never shown me your 
scars,” she said sadly. “| want to know what happened to you in the 
Dungarr Basin and what happened between you and that woman, the 
King’s monstrous consort. Ara, you aren't well, and | need to 
understand why.” 

Lynda Snow was as brave as they come; I’d chosen my queens 
well. | was a weapon, sharp, hard, a deadly rook made to dive 
headlong into the enemy, but | was lost without the support and 
counsel of friends like Lynda, and | struggled to show it. 

“Lynda, you’ve seen my left arm,” | replied. “And you saw what was 
left of me after the spring campaign. |’m still ashamed of that.” 

She held my hand firmly, and | felt the fear that soun around her 
strong heart. With her touch opening the way, | watched as my soul 
reached out and simply caught it, devouring the dark energy. Lynda 
leaned in closer in her relief. It was a moment of comfort that we would 


come to treasure. 

“Lynda, I'll share everything, | promise, but first, | have some new 
friends for you to meet.” 

A short time later, we were all seated in our Sturgess Hall living 
room, preparing to meet with Judge Small and fulfilling Lynda’s 
request. It was an unveiling of sorts. Besides Lynda, Raven, Walker 
Grey, Tila, and Ram were seated around the room. Andy and Yseria 
stood by the door. Only Raven had seen and heard everything before, 
and she’d given me the OK to proceed. 

“Before | meet the Judge of Maidenhall as Vigil Storm, I’ve been 
asked to share more of the Scarred Man and the secrets of the 
Dungarr. Tila and Ram, please forgive my candidness, but | will partly 
undress for this next part.” 

“We've seen the doctor’s reports,” replied Ram. “We will not be 
surprised.” 

His sister nodded, having a front seat to the rare horror show that 
was Ara Storm. If this didn’t satisfy her curiosity and end her mission to 
find me, nothing would. 

Removing my jacket, vambraces, layered armor, pants, and shirt, | 
spun slowly in place in front of Lynda, explaining the source and result 
of each scar. My wrists and ankles had been torn from weeks of being 
bound and staked to the Dungarr soil, my left arm punctured and 
mangled by the bite of a death-demon assassin, my back and legs 
shredded by the claws of a shadow cat, a gruesome stab wound in my 
side from a hideous soul-eating dagger wielded by the elder bone-man 
of the Emperor’s Children. The Order’s symbol of an eye within a sun 
was burned into my right breast and shoulder blade. 

“He makes me look like a right fresh recruit, now don’t he?” said 
Walker Grey. He was a kindred soul. 

Walker’s face was scarred with burns beyond recognition and would 
likely never heal beyond its current state. My face was probably the 
only part of me untouched as yet, and | knew that he was impressed, 
even as he flirted shamelessly with Raven. 

“Ara, how old are you?” Ram had gone pale and fought to keep his 
tone neutral. 

“Nineteen.” 


Lynda was still soeechless, and | could see her fighting desperately 
to maintain her composure. Tila stood and walked over to her, 
speaking quietly while blocking her view. Using that moment, Yser and 
Raven quickly helped me get dressed. 

Lynda was shaking in anger at what I'd shown her but didn’t turn 
back. “Ara, what can’t we see?” 

For a moment, | couldn't reply, such were the wounds and the devil 
that dwelt within me. Tila came to my rescue in a manner of speaking. 

“A dark wind blows through him unchecked. Ara is untrained and 
struggles to control it; He fights it and suffers,” she said. “The Dungarr 
held a succubus, an evil, ancient being who tore upon his life energy, 
raping him and feasting on his power until it destroyed him. We saw 
the horrid results at my father’s house in the days that followed the 
razing of the village of the Emperor's Children. We do not understand 
how he yet lives, and | most sincerely want to learn that secret.” 

“When you said, ‘raping him,’ did you mean his physical body or his 
mind?” said Lynda. 

“Yes,” | squawked, trying not to puke. 

Hart had seen an exceedingly dire vision in this room and vomited 
on the floor where | was standing. | still carried that plague vision in the 
sheath of my mind like a weapon. If only Vigaila Grace had eaten it 
first and choked upon it in the Dungarr. 

“You should be dead.” Tila Na’am’s matter-of-fact tone silenced the 
room. “Have you looked in the mirror lately?” 

“Sister,” said Ram, his voice one of command, trying to rein her in. 

“| do that every day now,” | said, not put off by Tila’s candor. 
“Inquisitor Hart calls it a disease, the Mad Black, that results from the 
way | digest the Infernal pall, the pain, and the conflict | carry. My 
connections with the people in my company hold me in place. They 
preserve me when | should be gone.” 

“And yet you risked harnessing the Black Wind as Lord of the 
Twisted?” said Tila. 

“On more than one occasion,” | admitted. Turning to Lynda, | said, 
“There is a price to be paid, and | will always pay it. Dungarr took so 
much more from me than Death Valley. I’m still recovering from both 
missions, and at the King’s court, the succubus had returned as the 


incomparable Lady North. It attacked me again, in front of you and the 
King and our company.” 

It was Tila’s turn to be shocked. “The succubus was here again?” 

“In all of her glory, hiding behind my scent, filled with my power,” | 
replied. “Raven took off the beast’s head before | could defend myself. 
Then Sorrow devoured its essence.” 

“Sorrow?” Tila replied. 

| drew my fang-blade and handed it to her. She sniffed it and 
coughed, “Kjaira!’ 

“Sorrow feasts on the chaotic energy of corruption. She was my first 
demon kill.” 

“Your arm?” said Ram. 

“And my back and thigh. That fight will be a part of me forever.” 

Ram offered a look of sympathy. “I agree with Tila. You should be 
dead. You are indeed Lord of the Twisted.” 

“Of course, he is,” said Keil from the doorway. “Just ask Yseria.” 

Keil hadn’t caught the earlier part of the conversation and still 
managed to leave everyone stunned with his cryptic offhand comment. 

“Too soon, Keil,” | said with a grin. “I foresee some dueling practice 
with Yser in your near future and, before you object, just know that 
your other option would be Raven.” 

“Ha!” barked Grey. “Like that bodyguard of yours wouldn’t shred the 
poor lad. Give me a go sometime, wench!” 

“You think that you know how to use that decorative sword of yours, 
Master Grey?” Yseria laughed. “Keil will make a nice warm-up and give 
you a chance to reconsider your offer.” 

“What?!? You think Ber’y! is a decoration? This coming from a 
beauty such as yourself is a high compliment,” he replied, leaving Yser 
smirking yet speechless. 

Point to Master Grey. 

For reasons | didn’t understand, Yseria Warric and Walker Grey 
seemed to get along better than a couple of old drinking buddies. 
Perhaps Yser understood his brash methods of showing admiration 
and respect and wasn’t intimidated by the big man’s notice or 
overconfidence. They were dauntless warriors with a budding 
connection that suited them well. 


“Umm, I’m here to tell you that Judge Small is awaiting your 
presence below,” said Keil. 

As Lynda’s aide, Keil had been enjoying his independence and the 
face-to-face time with my consul. | wasn’t convinced that he was 
making any progress in her personal regard, but it always gave me 
something to use in my defense. 

On the other hand, Grey gave Lynda a wide berth, spending his 
time training with the Judge’s Kingsmen and acting as the Storm 
consul’s bodyguard when duty required. | was confident that he could 
fend off a black-eyed ripper if any were still haunting the Capital, and 
Ber’yl would warn him of any demonic threat in his vicinity. With the 
nocturnal demands on a vigil being almost endless, | couldn’t sleep at 
night without his help. 

Introductions of Ram and Tila Na’am were made upfront, giving 
everyone a moment for formalities and small talk. Judge Roger Small 
had met their father a few years earlier as part of a delegation from 
Fugaku. Each Kingdom tended to keep to their own business, but 
occasional communication helped avert the risk of future war. 

Lord Small judged my health with a worried eye, “I feel like I’m 
looking at a ghost.” 

As a first cousin to King Falbrenn, the Judge of Maidenhall 
protected the Royal family and the capital city, in that order. He 
sponsored the city’s bailiff and the Kingsmen to police the population 
and provide a better-trained presence to the community than the 
King’s red-coated guardsmen. We shared the responsibilities; Small 
sponsored my presence, and Company Storm remained vigilant to 
Infernal threats that were well beyond the Kingsmen’s abilities to 
handle. 

“The surprise was necessary,” | offered, looking to Lynda for her 
support. 

We hadn't let anyone outside my company know of my survival, 
saving my resurrection for the morning of the King’s court ceremony 
and catching Judge Small, along with Duke Ragir of Stonnberg, 
completely by surprise. This event led to an _ uncomfortable 
conversation with his cousin, and | hoped the judge had smoothed 
things out a bit. King Falbrenn didn’t appreciate surprises, especially in 


front of his court. Neither did I. 

Lynda’s composure had returned for Lord Small. “Ara’s health has 
been of great concern, and he continues to recover from the Dungarr 
campaign. Unfortunately, there are still plenty of threats in Maidenhall 
to address.” 

“Threats? Specifics, please.” Small turned from Lynda to his bailiff, 
Sir Alec Bregman. 

Bregman shook his head and waved for Lynda to continue. 

“An assassination attempt on Vigil Storm occurred the night before 
last in the Garden of the King neighborhood. Our visiting Fuga 
dignitaries were among those under attack by a pair of crossbowmen. 
We haven't notified the Kingsmen, wanting to keep the event’s 
outcome hidden until Lord Storm had recovered from his wound.” 

“You were injured in the encounter?” Judge Small was thoroughly 
shocked by the news. 

“A poisoned bolt clipped my shoulder. It will take some time to heal. 
| made the mistake of not wearing my armor and not looking both ways 
before crossing the street. It won’t happen again.” 

“And that thing in the King’s court?” 

“The bane of the Emperor’s Children. Imagine my shock at seeing it 
amid the Royal court,” | replied. “If it wasn’t for Princess Ylamil, it might 
have had me a second time.” 

Perhaps a bad choice of words for those present, but accurate, 
nonetheless. Tila stepped in to explain the succubus’s deadly nature 
and the likely outcome had we not encountered it when we did. 

“Chief Tilikum lasted a week under its spell, and the entire village 
was dead a fortnight later.” | hoped the King was feeling better. 

“And yet, Ara, you survived?” Lord Small deadpanned. 

“Not really, but I’ve heard that my ghost was tired of the dramatics 
and sent me back.” 

Raven squeezed my hand at that remark, knowing the depth of the 
grave into which | had fallen. 

“We are here to understand how Ara survived, and hopefully, we 
can help him avoid further harm in the future,” Tila explained. 

Lord Small was anxious at Tila and Ram’s presence. Perhaps he 
thought that they were interested in acquiring my unique skills for 


Fugaku. Colivar didn’t share. Heck, nobody did when there was a 
demon kicking in your door. 

“Tila, would you explain why your brother was in the heretic’s 
village? What compelled you to send him there?” | already knew the 
answer but needed the others to hear it, especially Judge Small. 

“Ara, as my brother told you earlier, | am a seer of the Winds. The 
Dungarr, isolated on the western border of Hollen Province, has long 
been a pit for the Twisted and their heretical slaves. Since your visit 
there, the dark winds have calmed completely.” 

Judge Small looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “Does Lord Snow 
know?” 

“Not yet. I’m still fighting a war, inside and out,” | replied. “And we’ve 
only just met the two again, for the first time.” /t made sense to me. 

An interruption was headed our way. | left things where they were 
and looked to the door of the dining room. My sister Laila had arrived, 
and | could feel her anxiety as she walked in with Ben Heck and my 
sister Ayla in tow. 

“Don't overreact,” said Laila, her voice pleading and directed at me. 

“Who?” | said, jumping up at the sight of Ayla’s face, bruised with 
several fresh stitches running below her swollen lip. 

Ben Heck guided Ayla forward. He was pissed, too, fuming at Ayla 
yet treating her with a gentleness that told me how greatly he valued 
the young woman. 

| locked the man in place with my stare. “Ben, what happened?” 

“Ayla happened. Tell him.” Ben took a step back. 

Ayla was my newest sister, and our relationship, born in madness, 
grew slowly with my sanity. As a vigil, | could claim the unclaimed with 
a legal power almost equal to that of the King. It had given me a real 
family within my extended family of Company Storm, and | valued my 
sisters dearly. Ayla was no exception. 

“How are you, brother? Ben says that you’re still ill from the bolt’s 
poison.” She seemed content, proud of her wound as if it matched my 
own. 

| calmed and smiled at the girl, the last of her dark-driven line. “Ayla, 
please come here. Show me your stitches, and I'll show you mine. And 
please meet Judge Small. Judge, my adopted sister Ayla’dune Storm. 


She works with Ben Heck on security matters.” 

“It is witnessed.” The judge wasn’t at all put off by Ayla’s wound or 
young age. “Major Heck, a pleasure to see you again.” 

Ben gave a small bow to the judge and turned back toward me. 
That he knew or was known by the Judge of Maidenhall shouldn't have 
surprised me. 

Ayla was fourteen, with dark eyes and hair and a slender frame. Life 
in the Dungarr had not been an easy one, even for the daughter of the 
chief. She should have already been married to an elder bone-man of 
her tribe, except for the whims of her doting, dead father, Chief Tilikum 
of the Emperor’s Children. 

With the end of her demon-worshipping clan, | had claimed her, 
adopting her into my family as Ayla’dune Storm. Fortunately, she had 
taken a liking to life among Company Storm and was learning to fit in. 
Perhaps too well. 

“What brings you here today?” | asked the perceptive young 
woman. 

Ayla took her time, enjoying the attention and leaning casually 
against my chest as if about to share a secret. “To exchange birthday 
gifts, of course. Today, | am fifteen, just as you’ve turned nineteen.” 

We hadn't discussed birthdays before, and | wouldn’t have guessed 
she was a day over fourteen, but sensing her mood, | was happy to go 
with it. “What gift have you gotten your brother?” 

“A silk scarf. One that | think you will like.” She reached into her 
small pack and pulled out a familiar bloody, raw silk scarf, gifting it to 
me for a second time. 

| noted her blood scent mixed in. “You’ve made it special, haven't 
you?” 

“| had help from a concerned count.” 

And there it was. 

Ayla had given me a great reason to be proud of her. My little sister 
had been busy ending a war while | was trying to get myself out of bed. 
Not knowing how | felt about that, | looked at Laila and Ben. They were 
just as surprised, if not a little scared. | leaned forward and caught 
Ayla’dune in a big hug. 

“Never have | received such a wonderful gift,” | said, feeling her 


heart speed up at the compliment. “But next time, don’t be so brave. 
You know that taking such risks never worked out well for your 
brother.” 

“You just don’t want me to mope around the house in my pajamas 
like you do.” Her tongue remained truer and sharper than most. 

“Exactly. Tomorrow, you will begin working with your aunt Laila.” | 
tied the gift scarf around my neck. “Now, what would you like for your 
birthday?” 

“A crossbow,” Ayla replied as if it were every girl’s dream. 


Chapter 6 
The Ghost of War 


The uncouth girl had come through, and Redding would reward her. 
Lymon had taken delivery of one masterwork heavy crossbow and 
confirmed with Durk that it was the right weapon. Everyone would be 
meeting tomorrow night at Braxton House to set the final steps into 
motion. 

The crossbow had arrived with an invitation. Tonight, a birthday 
celebration was planned, a special coming of age event for the young 
woman, which Count Redding found himself all too eager to attend. He 
would gladly honor her ancestors with a late-night tryst at a discreet 
location of his choosing, and Lymon had already made the 
arrangements. 

The girl had also let slip that Count Redding’s first paid attempt at 
Vigil Storm wasn’t entirely unsuccessful. The hired marksmen had 
managed to wound the man, and their poison had laid him up. She 
would be essential in drawing Storm out for the final strike. In the 
meantime, with his own dissolute desires to feed, Redding wouldn't be 
worrying about the Scarred Man showing up on his doorstep. 

Vigil Storm had a reputation for protecting his women and putting 
them in positions of power. The vigil would never knowingly drop one 
of them into the lap of his mortal enemy, especially not a simple, 
fifteen-year-old girl. Storm was clueless and weak, and he would die in 
his ignorance before the new moon. 

The Silver River Inn was well-named. It offered rooms by the hour 
as well as the whole night, and the count often used its more carnal 
services. 


Lymon opened the door of the carriage and gave Redding the 
signal that everything was set. The girl was alone in a secluded room 
on the second floor, and only regular customers haunted the high-end 
brothel tonight. 

“I'll meet you back at Braxton House in the morning.” Redding sent 
his footman and driver away. He wanted to take his time with the 
young woman. 

She was present as promised, wearing a dress that enhanced what 
little she had in terms of form yet clashed with her savage beauty. It 
was an enticing draw on the rakish man’s attention. She sat by an 
open window, enjoying the cool night air. Her face and lip still showed 
the damage of days past, but her loyalty would be ardently confirmed 
tonight by the count. 

The room itself was large, a suite with bath, couches, and bed. The 
house had even stocked a few bottles of wine to enhance their mood. 
For Redding, nothing could be more pleasing. 

“Why don’t we have a sip of wine before we start,” said the count. 
“We've got all night to become better acquainted, and tomorrow will be 
an even bigger day.” 

The girl walked over to the door and set the lock, trembling. Still 
facing the door, she replied, “A glass of the red sounds wonderful, 
Mister Shivers, but first, have you met my cat?” 

HHH 

Being careful to avoid the blood, which pooled around the furniture 
and the partially recognizable form of Count Redding, Ayla changed 
back into her comfortable day clothes and an armor-lined leather 
jacket. She would thank Laila and save the beautiful dress for another 
occasion. Its impact on the count had been readily visible before 
Sorrow appeared and took a bite out of his eager manhood. Leaving 
the room’s door locked, the girl climbed out the window and made her 
way home through the Maidenhall night, her usual escorts trailing her 
at a comfortable distance. 

Desha had performed for her father dozens of times, cracking 
bones down to the marrow and devouring them whole while the 
victim’s heart was still beating in their chest. On the other hand, 
Sorrow was a hunter and a killer, needing only to feed herself and 


protect Ayla. The pain that the shadow cat caused tonight was short- 
lived, and Redding barely had a chance to scream before being 
tackled and torn into several bloody pieces. 

In the morning, an anonymous bouquet of black roses would be 
delivered to Countess Margot Redding at her abode in the Royal 
District. Ayla had thought it a nice touch and had told her aunt so. 

HHH 

Across the city, a carriage pulled into the small courtyard in front of 
Braxton House, dropping Lymon Reeve at the front door and heading 
around back to the carriage house and stables. Lymon’s life the past 
few years had been comfortable and yet utterly boring. His incognito 
lifestyle put a great deal of the city off-limits to him in any other 
capacity than that of a count’s valet. Tonight, with the count 
preoccupied, he planned on having a little fun with their basement- 
dwelling visitor. 

As Lymon unlocked the front door, a stuttering hiss sounded from 
the garden at the corner of the yard. It was almost a laugh, and it didn’t 
belong. Suspecting a drunk had stumbled onto the property, the 
footman hefted his reinforced cane and went looking for another spot 
of fun. 

The walled garden held nothing but shadows, and the man 
questioned what he’d heard until a deep growl echoed around him. 
Sourceless and unreadable, the sound circled his mind. 

In the back corner, something moved. 

Lymon raced forward, anger at war with an unshakable fear. He 
swung his cane downward, catching air and turf, eliciting another hiss, 
this time from behind him. 

Spinning back, Lymon Reeve found himself lying on the ground, 
sprawled and unable to move or even breathe. His cane was gone, 
along with his right arm. A tug on his leg and the crunch of bone 
puzzled him. Surely, there weren’t nocturnal predators in Maidenhall, 
at least not since the Massacre. Lymon’s vision darkened as his blood 
fed the garden, and being unable to move a muscle, he drifted off in 
search of his trusty cane. His plans for the evening were put on hold 
for eternity. 

HH 


Putting our morning in jeopardy, the Kingsmen arrived while the 
coffee was still brewing. Cynan and Cat sat across from Lynda and me 
in the vast dining room, waiting for additional coffee mates to arrive 
and, in my case, waiting for news of the hidden cabal’s undoing. The 
lockdown of the past few days had done me some good, allowing me 
to interact with my company on every level while still forcing me to rest 
and recuperate. 

Lord Small’s meeting ended with a changing of the guard at 
Sturgess Hall, bringing Lynda Snow home to the Checkered Flag 
Manor along with Keil Martell and Walker Grey. We’d all be safer 
under a single large roof, and we offered the Sturgess Hall Manor to 
Tila and Ram for their stay in the city. It would be more comfortable 
than their inn and would allow some semblance of concern to be 
shown by the Crown over the assassination attempt they’d 
experienced last week. They had formally met with the Fuga 
Ambassador in the Capital and gained diplomatic cover for their 
presence as well as a Kingsmen escort. Both sides were satisfied. 

Having Lynda Snow at my shoulder, challenging me at every turn 
on my past decisions and my current plans, was a welcome 
distraction. Things hadn’t yet returned to normal with Raven, and our 
more intimate moments were muted, at best. | hadn’t fully processed 
any of the past year’s experiences and pain, and that had left me 
shackled in certain areas. Raven’s mind worked at another level, but 
her heart wouldn’t allow her to touch upon the events that had almost 
destroyed me. Lynda hungered for a connection, and her ability to 
communicate drew out most of the poison, helping me find new ways 
to perceive things and cope with the inner scars that set me back. 

| wasn’t a monster. Monsters didn’t ponder. They acted and 
destroyed, and they didn’t worry about their humanity in between the 
blood-soaked exchanges. The Mad Black was a symptom, not a 
disease, according to Hart. The deeper issue, having a connection to 
an Infernal House of War, would always be there, and | would have to 
learn to live with it. Tila had said the same during our meeting with 
Judge Small, even though she couldn't have realized the reason for a 
black wind swirling within me. 

“Arch Mickens, good morning!” | called across the dining hall. 


Keil was up and escorting a pair of Kingsmen into the room, 
followed by the city’s Bailiff, Sir Alec Bregman, making it a good thing 
that | was fully dressed. 

“We have grave news, Vigil,” said Arch. He eyed Cat nervously. 
“Demon attacks all across the city last night.” 

“What brings you here, Sir Alec?” Lynda focused on our most 
important visitor. 

“As Arch said, several persons, some of significance, were, I’m not 
sure how to put it, destroyed last night,” Bregman replied. “In the most 
gruesome of ways.” 

“Gruesome?” | wasn’t feeling any surprise, nor remorse, at the 
news. 

“Eaten,” Arch clarified. “In some cases.” 

“Witnesses?” | asked. 

“None,” he replied. “Just random reports of shadows or ghosts in 
the neighborhoods, which isn’t uncommon most nights. The attacks 
last night were of a predatory nature, almost as if an animal had done 
it.” 

“It has a familiar ring, if demonic. My little sister Ayla would call 
them the Twisted. They were common in the Dungarr Drip up until this 
year,” | explained. “Nocturnal predators possessed by lesser demons. | 
destroyed two of them while | was there.” 

“So, black-eyed lions and bears?” said Arch. Arch Mickens had 
seen a black-eyed ripper, a demon-possessed man, kill his mentor 
before he could even draw his blade. He knew what was at stake. 

| nodded. “Were the attacks random?” 

“They happened across the city, even inside the Royal District,” said 
Sir Alec. “Baroness Glouston was torn apart in her manor house, one 
safely placed behind the Royal Curtain Wall, and Colonel Lester 
Barnes, a former adjutant to Lord-General Kaine, was eviscerated 
outside his house in the Military Quarter. The Judge is suitably worked 
up and requests your presence as soon as possible. We all remember 
the last time rippers entered the King’s Quarter, and the loss of Peers 
is a matter for the attention of King Falbrenn.” 

The previous year, three demon-possessed citizens had scaled the 
forty-foot Royal Curtain Wall in an attempt to assassinate several 


persons staying in the Sturgess Courthouse compound. They were 
inspiring and deadly in the pursuit of their targets. We’d almost lost 
Yser in the attack, and Lord Small had lost a bodyguard, eviscerated 
on the stairway inside the judge’s manor house. 

“You didn’t answer my question,” | replied. 

“No. The attacks weren’t random,” said Sir Alec. “Count Robard 
Redding and his footman were both killed last night. The count was 
enjoying a brothel across the city in the Merchant District while the 
footman was killed in the garden of Redding’s manor house.” 

“| wonder what they were up to that got them such a gruesome 
result, assuming, of course, that it wasn’t the doing of the count’s wife. 
Let’s stop by the manor house on our way to meet the judge,” | said. 
“But first, please sit with me for a cup of coffee. We can’t let Cat and 
Cynan drink it all.” 

| held up a hand to my sentinel. “Keil, please run and get Ben and 
Laila and my little sister too. We'll be going out with the Kingsmen as 
soon as they arrive.” 
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| offered my expert opinion, “Besides the bent neck and the missing 
arm and right foot, this one is almost intact. What’s the ‘X’ burned into 
the back of his neck mean?” 

“He’s ex-Coven, a rogue in hiding,” Laila explained to all present. 
“He was exiled by the old boss with the decree that he never again set 
foot in Maidenhall. It could be what got him killed if anyone recognized 
him.” 

“How do you know it was the old boss?” 

“Because Boss Sarpa would have never let him go that easily,” 
Laila replied. 

If anyone would know that, it was Laila Storm. There was a reason 
we had a permanent connection. 

“Wasn't Baron Glouston killed in Death Valley last year?” she 
continued. “That would be another Coven connection.” 

Sir Bregman took that in with aplomb. The hidden circumstances of 
the baron’s death had been a court secret for almost a year, and his 
widow had been under scrutiny ever since the Coven-related activity 
had been discovered. 


“Has anyone been in the House yet?” | asked the bailiff. “Perhaps 
they were cooking up something nasty in the basement.” 

| already had a good idea about what or who we’d find in the 
basement but needed the Kingsmen to discover it with me. 

“Braxton House belongs to Countess Redding. We’d need the 
permission of the King or Judge Small to enter without her permission.” 

“Sir Alec, a vigil’s order would also suffice, wouldn’t it?” | offered. 
“Especially since we have what looks to be demonic activity on the 
property. Why don’t we take a quick look inside the house to see if any 
evil lurks there? Judge Small will surely want to know.” 

Once Bailiff Bregman conveyed the news about the deceased 
count, a suitably distraught housekeeper let us in. He asked that she 
remain on the grounds until a Kingsman could question her about the 
count’s activities. She caved in and scampered for the kitchen. Overall, 
| was pleased with the result and the fact that a fine-looking crossbow 
sat propped inside the front door. 

“Sir Alec, why would the count have an assassin’s weapon on hand 
in Braxton House? And a Coven weapon to boot,” | said. 

Having been in my possession for the past year, the bow still bore 
the sinister markings of the Coven. | hefted it onto my shoulder and 
walked through the mansion, looking for the stairs downward. The 
place smelled remarkably clean, and | bet the basement was in fine 
condition. 

Ayla was looking off to my right, not saying a word as she held 
Laila’s hand. And yes, there it was. A closet door opened to a narrow 
stairway downward. Bregman was riding my shoulder every step of the 
way through the house, and his suspicions somehow peaked at my 
flippant attitude. | took it slow, stepping carefully down the wooden 
stairs, not wanting to be surprised by any traps or missing boards. 

“It’s about time. The bucket’s almost full,” coughed an angry voice. 
“And bring me something to eat.” 

Baden Durk sat on a wooden crate with one wrist shackled to the 
wall. A small window near the ceiling behind me allowed a bit of light 
into the room. Ben Heck, Arch Mickens, and Sir Alec joined me at the 
bottom of the stairs. 

“You wouldn’t happen to know the husband of this fine bow?” | said, 


ignoring the prisoner’s current state of marriage to a wall. “Or why | 
shouldn’t end you with it right now?” 

The recognition came quickly, and Durk stood up, peering through 
the gloom at my hostile attitude. His confusion and fear were trading 
blows with a ham-fisted certainty that he’d been set up. 

“Sir Alec, here we have Baden Durk, a former assassin for the 
Coven. I’m currently holding his crossbow,” | said. 

“Where’s Redding?” Durk replied, shaking his chain. “He’ll explain 
why I’m here.” 

“| sincerely doubt that, even if he were able to speak. The count and 
his footman are no longer in any condition to provide you with an alibi 
or any other excuse. So why don’t you tell us why you're in 
Maidenhall.” 

| needed Sir Alec to hear it from the other man first. 

“Baroness Glouston runs a slaver company in Southport. They 
found me and shipped me into the city for Redding.” 

“And the crossbow?” | asked the obvious. 

“Redding and his pals wanted me to do a job for them. | don’t know 
how they got a hold of that weapon.” 

Ben leaned against the wall behind me. His anger in the presence 
of the skilled assassin was evident. Sir Alec and Arch Mickens had 
been silent, absorbing the scene. There was no way that they didn’t 
know about Glouston’s shipping business. 

“Who was the mark?” Arch asked the question of the day. 

Durk stared at me, trying to puzzle out the odds and the right 
answer. | gave the slightest nod. 

“The mark is standing beside you. Vigil Storm was Redding’s 
target.” 

Sir Alec coughed in surprise at the prisoner’s candor and waited for 
me to react. 

“Well, that certainly changes things,” | said. “Thank the Divine that 
the ghosts of Maidenhall were working for us last night and not the 
other way around.” 

“Who else?” asked Bregman, already guessing the answer. “Who 
else was in on it?” 

“Besides Redding and Glouston, some old bird colonel. Redding 


wanted to become the next big boss and needed to get rid of the Vigil,” 
replied Durk. “What happened to Redding?” 

“He was eaten by a demon,” Arch replied. “That’s why we've got 
Vigil Storm on the case.” 

“Feth.” Durk spat on an otherwise spotless floor. He’d known the 
blood pact would end badly. 

“Sir Alec, how about we take Durk into custody and present him to 
Judge Small. It appears that the man was a victim of Redding’s 
schemes, but I'll determine his fate once we’re more clear on what 
happened.” 

“That suits me fine. Arch, find the key and bring him along in his 
shackles.” 

Returning upstairs, | sent Laila and Ayla home with Ben. | didn’t 
want Durk to get a peek at Ayla just yet. At least not until we were 
certain that the uncivil war was over and that the case was officially 
closed as far as we were concerned. 

My first and only conversation with Baden Durk last year had been 
short and concise, offering the man his freedom and his life in 
exchange for his crossbow and his exile. It looked as if we might be 
renegotiating the terms once this day was over. 

Ayla had used her introduction to the former Coven contacts of 
Count Redding and played them all. Her sharp mind, unknown 
presence, and ability to function under stress served her well as she 
wormed her way into the count’s corner. After tagging each of 
Redding’s crew with her blood, she’d told me of her success by giving 
me the bloody scarf. 

Sorrow had no problem tracking down any of the plotters. Even the 
Baroness Glouston in her Royal District abode was within easy reach 
of the Kjaira assassin’s exceptional skills. 

Laila was becoming concerned that my little sister had learned to 
mimic the Scarred Man. Ayla admitted to me that she’d offered her 
body to Redding, a man trapped in his need to use and dominate 
others. The offer had allayed the count’s suspicions, while his hunger 
proved to be his undoing, leading him to be butchered in an upscale 
brothel within sight of his virgin prize. Ayla said afterward that it 
reminded her of Desha, her father’s man-eating cat, and her former 


home in the Dungarr Basin. Laila and | had a long talk about that, 
deciding that Ayla was far too clever and dangerous to be left 
unsupervised. 


Chapter 7 
Judgment 


Judge Small had received the bailiff’s report on the overnight killings 
and looked at me for reassurance. 

| still had questions. “Who was the colonel, and what was his 
connection to the Coven?” Laila had already filled me in on the cabal, 
but | wanted to know what the Kingsmen knew and get everything out 
in the open at this trial. 

“Colonel Lester Barnes was retired from the Army due to a falling 
out with my cousin, the lord-general. Certain recruits of Barnes were 
frequently crossing paths with the Kingsmen and the Coven. It became 
a matter for the Army to address, but we suspect he was recruiting for 
the Coven even after his forced retirement,” Small explained. 

“So, we have a group of Coven collaborators, courtly Peers no less, 
killed while planning my assassination, and a limited set of witnesses 
to shed more light on the situation. Would | be allowed to interview 
Countess Redding?” 

Judge Small seemed taken aback by my request. “On what 
grounds?” 

It appeared that I'd hit a nerve. 

“On the grounds that it was her house and her money being used 
by her husband in a plot to assassinate the Vigil of Maidenhall. We 
found the murder weapon in her house, along with a known Coven 
assassin, and I'd be pleased to show the countess the new scar on my 
shoulder. It isn’t pretty.” 

The earlier assassin’s bolt had torn my shoulder open, and Ben 
Heck’s love juice had burned the wound further, planting the seeds of 


another livid scar. As such, none of the markings of the Scarred Man 
were what you’d call beauty marks. Only Yseria could pull that off. 

Lord Small replied in his calmest tone, “Lord Storm, you have every 
right to address such a concern, but | would consider it a personal 
favor if you left the countess out of this matter. I’ve known Margot for 
decades, and her only crime would have been her poor choice of 
husbands and an inability to keep him on a leash.” 

“And Count Redding’s motive?” 

“Lord Storm, you are probing into areas that Sir Bregman and the 
Kingsmen own. I’m surprised you aren't more concerned about the 
demonic threat that has reared its ugly head in our city.” 

| paused to consider his words and the dark winds running through 
me. | fought to contain my anger. 

“Lord Small and Sir Alec, | mean no offense. Company Storm has 
been assailed for the past year by Gray parties and unknown Peers, 
and | have always dealt with the threats directly wherever they were 
found. Perhaps it’s a lingering pain of the poisoned bolt or my 
continued weakness from the Dungarr. Still, | find myself on the verge 
of burning the bodies of this conspiracy on the marble floor of the 
King’s court as a warning against further threatening actions. The 
demons of Maidenhall have always been tools of higher schemes and 
are more easily dealt with than the masters that field them.” 

“And the Coven assassin?” Sir Alec asked. 

“Bring him in and light him on fire until he talks,” | responded. “I'll be 
glad to listen and watch. When you are done with your interview, he 
will be mine. Furthermore, | expect to be compensated by the estates 
of Redding and Glouston, both of whom could be forfeit to the Vigil. 
Instead, | will leave that up to you and the King to settle equitably. High 
crimes, even ones of a poor marriage, must be punished. In place of a 
funeral pyre, | will accept a follow-up audience with the King, where he 
can explain the punitive outcome and reparations in front of all the 
Peers. 

“And yes, Judge, | will be working late to make sure that this demon 
outbreak ends without further bloodshed. | hope you are satisfied with 
that. House Storm will be satisfied when we all feel it’s safe to cross 
the street again, and | will do everything in my power to make it so.” 


Ben Heck and Laila Storm were already working on it. | planned on 
offering them some additional help on the matter if it survived the 
afternoon. 

“Vigil Storm, we are satisfied and will follow-up with the King as you 
requested. Now, Alec, please send in the suspected assassin.” 

The bailiff began with the easy questions while | watched, sitting 
quietly beside the Judge. 

“Is this your crossbow?” Bregman asked. 

“Yes,” said Durk. 

“You're a Coven assassin?” 

“No. The Coven is dead and gone, as was | until Glouston’s people 
managed to track me down.” 

“Her people?” 

“She runs a business importing slaves and indentured servants. 
Their barges run between Southport and Maidenhall on a regular 
basis.” 

“Why’d they track you down?” 

“Because | once was a Coven assassin, one of the best.” 

“Why’d they have you chained to the wall in Redding’s basement?” 

“They'd kidnapped me, and | hadn’t agreed to follow Redding’s 
plan.” 

“And what was their plan?” 

“The killing of Vigil Storm.” 

“Any idea why?” 

“Redding was a power-hungry sociopath, or at least that’s how he 
talked. He wanted to take over the Maidenhall underworld and be the 
new boss. Maybe he saw the Scarred Man as a threat, or they wanted 
revenge for the Death Valley Massacre.” 

“Any idea who killed him?” 

“None. | was chained to the wall. If you tell me the weapon used, | 
might be able to guess based on past acquaintances.” 

And here is where the interview got interesting. 

“We suspect a demon,” said Sir Alec. “It tore Count Redding to 
shreds. It also killed everyone else in the cabal, except you.” 

This last point seemed to give everyone pause until Durk 
responded, “It tore Redding to shreds? Did it do the same to the other 


victims?” 

After a moment's thought, Bregman answered, “No. The others 
were murdered with violent efficiency. Redding was torn apart and 
partially eaten. His body was found in a brothel of all places.” 

“How many victims were there?” The hardened bowman began to 
sweat as he waited on the answer. 

“Four, all with past links to the Coven.” 

| saw the realization hit; fear began to take hold in Baden Durk. He 
wasn’t so hardened after all. In his mind, the number should have been 
five. He’d hoped and prayed that it was five, but even if it had been, 
that wouldn’t have saved him. He’d find out soon enough. 

“Then, my guess would be the same as yours. Ex-Coven, but that 
doesn’t explain the demon. Maybe it was only meant to look like a 
demon.” 

And here, Judge Small seemed to shift, finding a plausible 
explanation to the previous night’s events that would also limit his 
exposure with the King. He was a smarter man than that, but politics 
often drove false narratives. 

“Any chance that could be true?” Small looked at me. 

“It would certainly make both of our jobs easier,” | replied. “I will be 
following up either way.” It wasn’t a confirmation, but all true. 

“Then we are done here. | will report the assassination plot to the 
King and work out a timeframe for an audience.” 

“Thank you. Mister Durk and | have one more appointment today. 
Sir Alec, please remove the shackles and hand him his crossbow.” 

I'd been thinking hard about what to do with the former assassin. 
The man had taken our earlier discussion to heart but had failed to run 
far enough away. Sometimes, the safest location was the closest with 
the most eyes to keep watch. That certainly applied to my life. 

The hitman had a heavy crossbow to bear as we walked across the 
Lower Districts, escorted by Yseria and Keil. | could feel Durk puzzle 
over the events while | puzzled over how to use him. 

| nudged Durk as we entered the Garden of the King neighborhood. 
“The question of the evening is why only four victims, isn’t it?” 

He nodded as if I’d read his mind. 

“Just like the other four, you are marked,” | said. “You could run, 


but you’d never be able to hide.” 

With that warning, | had his complete attention and his fear to pull 
upon. Still, it wasn’t necessary, and | suppressed the urge to take 
advantage of his dismay. 

After some exceedingly careful thought, he replied, “She did it, the 
young woman, with the blood of her ancestors.” 

| smiled, Knowing that it would never reach my eyes. “The 
Emperor's Children of the Dungarr Basin had many gifts, most quite 
small in the grand scheme of things. Their blood was unique, marked 
by a pact with their Infernal Emperor, Twisted by its evil intent. The 
Heretics captured jungle predators and Twisted them to do their 
bidding. If you asked that young woman, she’d go on and on about an 
eastern black panther named Desha that would eat men alive for the 
fear and the pain of it all.” 

“And this Desha hunts Maidenhall?” Durk, the predator, was feeling 
like prey for the first time in a long time. 

“No. | killed that Twisted fiend the first time that | laid eyes on it. | 
would never allow such a beast to run free anywhere in Colivar.” 

On the other hand, my little sister hunted vastly bigger game with 
the Scarred Man and his family to back her up. 

Durk laid out his confusion, “The young woman, she said that you 
killed her family, her entire village. She wanted her revenge.” 

“Yes, | did do that. But now, she’s only a young woman that wants 
to impress her big brother.” 

“Just a young woman,” Durk muttered. “Your sister?” 

The late afternoon clatter of weapons striking shields had already 
begun as we walked through the back gate into the training yard of the 
Checkered Flag estate. | was warm and winded, while Durk seemed to 
be carrying a feather of a weapon on his shoulder. 

“Please set your crossbow down inside the wall before we go any 
farther,” | ordered. “Strangers, especially marked ones, need a careful 
introduction to my extended family.” 

Keil and Yseria walked away to join the training session while | led 
Durk through the backyard, heading for Ayla as she watched the 
proceedings with Raven and Cat. 

“Baden Durk, have you formally met my little sister, Ayla’dune 


Storm?” 

“No, not formally.” He eyed Ayla warily. That was a mistake, but 
he’d learn. 

Ayla smirked up at the man. “So, Ara didn’t cut off your head and 
burn you to ash as we expected?” 

Durk froze, trying to sort through the girl’s evil grin. My little sister 
had a brilliant way with words. 

“Ayla, didn’t | promise you a crossbow for your birthday? Maybe 
Baden here could teach you how to use one first?” | was trying to help. 

“You killed them all with your touch?” Durk spoke to Ayla. 

“Just like my brother,” she nodded. “But we both had some help.” 

“Help?” said the man. 

| could tell that he didn’t like where this was going, but the 
introductions had to be made. 

| cut my little sister off as she attempted to terrorize the ex-Coven 
hand, “Ayla, before you say another word, | already told him that 
Desha is dead and gone.” 

“And Sorrow?” she spoke. 

“She’s standing right behind him,” | said. “If he can turn around 
slowly, he'll be able to meet her.” 

The entire yard had stilled, every eye on the newcomer as he stood 
frozen in place. Sorrow walked silently around and sniffed Durk’s right 
hand while she looked at me. | shook my head. 

“There’s a reason that the Vigil must reside in Maidenhall,” | 
explained. “And there are demons of greater power that make a 
Twisted jungle beast like Desha look like a kitten. Sorrow is one of 
those, but she’s also a part of my extended family.” 

“How?” Durk coughed, barely finding his voice as his hand rested 
on the furry, black head. 

“That’s easy,” Ayla quipped, “He’s the Lord of the Twisted.” 

Sorrow hissed in reply, taking offense at her words. I’d have been 
offended too. If anyone deserved the dark moniker, it was the shadow 
cat. 

HH 

Over the next week, Cat and | spent time each day with Hart and 

Tila, finding out more about the Fuga seer’s abilities and learning to 


see the winds that flowed within or between us. None of us had the 
incredible third eye view of Hart, but Tila could rise above the clouds in 
her mind for a distant view of things, sensing the presence and 
movement of energy, light and dark, throughout the world. In her sight, 
| was a blurry storm of both, two minds continually swirling and fighting 
for stability. That image was what drew Tila to Colivar, wanting to find 
out more about the power of the Storm Lord and how | managed to 
survive with or without my sanity. 

If | had to compare Tila to anyone, it would be Vigil Snow with his 
ability to perceive the presence of distant demonic hordes across the 
broad northern region of Colivar and his commanding yet calming 
tone. Besides her ability to track dark winds from an extreme distance, 
Tila had a clear sight that pulled the true meaning from another's 
words and a subtle ability to push influence through her voice. Much as 
Hart could perceive the power that often moved around me or spot a 
hungry succubus draining her vigil’s life, she could also see the effect 
of Tila’s words. 

Vigil Enricata Moon was a far-sighted soul with a strong link to 
yours truly. Her nightmares were the window through which she spied 
on the presence of the Infernal, often tracking me in my work but not 
always. Her ability also offered a form of premonition, feeling the black 
dread of the Infernal Horde before it breached the Veil into our world. 
She also had the ability to wrap a person around her little finger, 
though Hart swore that this was simply a charismatic skill, not an 
esoteric one. 

| was a tactical weapon of the Order, with the ability to detect, track, 
and remove Infernal threats without hesitation. At the same time, Tila 
was meant to direct from afar, reacting to the ever-changing winds with 
a strategic view in mind. Her close dependency on Ram's 
reconnaissance section was a _ natural fit, matching Vigil Snow’s 
reliance on his House Guards and Scouts to track down specific 
threats and his company of sentinels and paladins to eradicate them. 

Seers, also known to the Fuga as Wind Chasers, were rare. Their 
abilities seemed to follow key bloodlines, and Lord Na’am was known 
to have some small aptitude with the Winds. His Lordly influence as 
governor of Hollen Province, combined with Tila’s recognition as a 


seer, landed her a command slot in the Fuga Crown’s powerful 
Intelligence branch. There, she watched for external threats to their 
Kingdom. 

It made me wonder why Colivar hadn't thought of that before, our 
focus always being inward. | assumed that it had to do with our 
belligerent culture and the penchant for the uncivil war that filled the 
time between demonic hordes. | was soon to discover that Colivar 
wasn't alone in our eagerness for conflict. 


Chapter 8 
Honeymoon 


King Falbrenn rose and descended from his perch upon the throne, 
leaving an adorned and adoring flock cooing nervously behind him. 
The Royal Hounds advanced to each side of us, having seen the lethal 
ending of my last visit to the Royal court. They were twitchy, as if their 
anticipation could somehow give them the advantage needed to 
protect the King from Raven or me. They hadn’t even had a chance to 
react last time as Raven’s Kjaira soul took over and changed the 
ending of the scene. Being at least as fast as my Beloved, | wielded 
even sharper weapons and an ability to push heavily upon their wary 
minds. 

Our brief uncivil war for Maidenhall was over. 

We'd walked into the Grand Hall in a small group, only Lynda, 
Raven, and |, plus our bodyguards, with Walker Grey filling in as a 
bodyguard for my consul. Raven was wearing a new dress, appearing 
today as Princess and Ambassador Ylamil for her father, the King of 
Bastian, though she could have been wearing her fighting leathers and 
still stolen the eye of the King and every male in court. With her hair 
pulled up and her neck glowing in diamonds, | felt the envy pour forth 
from those arrayed around us. Yser stood off of Rae’s right shoulder, 
lithe and exotic yet forgotten in Raven’s shadow, keeping the blade 
Talon close at hand. 

Judge Small stood to one side, silent, as the King approached in a 
manner bordering on humility but never crossing the line. Lord Small 
hadn’t briefed us ahead of time on his conversation with King 
Falbrenn, perhaps allowing us some surprise in return for the 


dangerous script we’d followed during our previous audience. With my 
position front and center, there would be little confusion as to the 
gravity of our cause. 

| resisted the urge to bow at the King’s largesse in stepping down to 
our level. My last appearance had left me looking more than weak in 
the eyes of the Royal court, and | appreciated the Royal gesture. 

“Lord Storm, Princess Ylamil, welcome back,” said Falbrenn. “We 
are glad to see you well. | have had a most enlightening discussion 
with my cousin, and he’s filled me in on several events that demand 
our attention and gratitude.” 

“The pleasure of our prior visit ended abruptly. | hope Judge Small 
made clear the threat and the reason for our violent response,” | said. 

“’m not sure what | saw, but Lady Ylamil seemed to be the jealous 
sort,” Falbrenn chuckled, ever the flirt. 

“If you only knew. We are wed in a manner deeper than most.” 

“It is witnessed,” said the King, offering us both a slight bow, which 
we returned. 

Raven and Lynda turned their heads, their eyes hitting me from 
either side with a ‘What did you just do?’ feeling. 

Falbrenn asked the right question first, “Lord Small already spread 
the word that Lady Winter was anything but human. Are there any 
other inhuman threats at court that should concern us?” 

“Do you consider the Peers to be human?” | quipped, looking over 
the King’s shoulder at the deep group of pompous followers that filled 
out his day. 

“Point taken,” he replied. “This brings us to the reason for your visit. 
Judge Small informed us of the recent deaths of certain Peers amidst 
a nefarious plot for your demise. Am | to believe that the Lower 
Districts value your life more than those that you protect in the Royal 
Quarter?” 

| tried putting things in perspective, “Lady Winter killed six hundred 
men, women, and children in a single fortnight. She would have done 
the same within these Royal walls in half the time if | hadn’t survived 
the Dungarr Campaign. So, you can imagine my shock at the 
assassination plot by Count Redding and Baroness Glouston. They 
were obviously hoping to ambush me while | was in a weakened 


condition. Not very sporting, if you ask me.” 

“Not sporting at all,” said the King. “As such, all the lands and estate 
of Glouston are forfeit to the Crown. Judge Small has been tasked with 
shutting down the slavers on the Bull River between here and 
Southport. He also implicated Colonel Barnes as another perpetrator. 
His commission in the Army has been transferred into your name, Lord 
Storm. You will receive the liquidation of his estate and his lucrative 
Army pension.” 

“Do | get a regiment?” 

“Fortunately, no. While the commission is real, the rank is purely 
honorific. It wouldn’t do to have the Army on your case or mine.” 

| nodded my agreement. “And Count Redding?” 

“According to Lord Small, Count Redding was the treasonous 
ringleader and, with the poor example set by Glouston, leaves most of 
the blame on the Countess of Redding and her position as a Peer. She 
has been informed of the plot and the responsibility that she bears. 
Knowing that you would like to address her directly on the matter, | 
have invited her here today.” 

On the King’s signal, the main entry doors opened, and a petite 
blonde woman of perhaps thirty years was escorted in by a pair of 
Royal Guardsmen. She wore a simple dress, unadorned of any jewels 
or finery, with a single black rose pinned at her breast. For Countess 
Redding to be held outside, separated from the Peers, spoke of her 
stature at court, as did the sadness emanating from Judge Small as 
she presented herself to the King and me with a low bow. 

The woman carried an air of shame for her husband’s actions with 
little room left for mourning his death. In front of the court, her dignity 
cracked as the Peers shunned her in a haughty wave of contempt. For 
one so raised, it was a dreadful nightmare. Bearing the sight of her 
accuser and the weapon adorning my good shoulder, she trembled in 
anticipation of the coming strike. 

The stitches in my shoulder throbbed as the court and King 
remained silent, offering me the floor and a chance to accuse. The 
face of my sister Laila appeared, her healing heart reminding me of the 
monsters that could be redeemed with a touch. Countering my aunt, 
Vigaila Grace stepped into my mind, showing me the wretched horrors 


that could be resurrected without intention and the price that one could 
pay as a result. Finally, Cat ended the parade through my head, 
offering a way forward where we could truly heal. 

Taking a second to imbibe the pariah’s scent, | noted her fragile 
essence, her shock, and her fear. Lynda and Raven waited with the 
court in expectation, braced for my pity or my wrath, but I’d had 
enough of the Mad Black and the endless hunger that it offered. 

“Countess, | am Vigil Ara Storm, and this is Princess Raven Ylamil. 
We are here to forgive the House of Redding, and we ask for your 
forgiveness in return for the burden placed upon your being.” 

Margot Redding’s confusion spread to the court in its entirety, a 
blanket emotion rushing through the room. 

After offering my hand to the woman, my eyes searched the blue of 
hers. She looked over to Judge Small, receiving a nod before placing 
her hand in mine. Her heart settled at the touch, and her color evened 
out. The monster had been vanquished. 

| looked over at King Falbrenn. 

“It is witnessed,” he stated, confirming the courtly transaction. 

“Thank you for your attention today, Your Highness,” | said. 
“Though events may lead me elsewhere at times, | intend to maintain 
my post as Vigil of Maidenhall so that humankind may continue to rule 
in a world of its own making.” 

The King seemed far less distracted than last time. He offered his 
regards and thanked us all for attending. 

“Please excuse us,” | said, turning to leave with my sanity intact for 
once. | enjoyed it while it lasted. 

“Do you want to tell him, or should |?” said Lynda Snow as we 
emerged from the King’s Grand Hall. 

“Did | do something wrong?” | was certain that our courtly visit had 
been agreeable for once. 

Raven was quiet, showing nothing, trapping a loose lock of hair 
behind her ear. 

“You are Raven’s consort no more,” Lynda explained. “Raven has 
been wed to you by the witness of the King.” 

“Oh, that,” | offered my coolest smile. “It seemed overdue.” 

Raven grabbed me by the jacket and gave me a kiss that I'll never 


forget. It was her first as my officially wedded wife. As we were 
congratulating each other, Judge Small emerged from the Hall. 

“Well done today, Ara,” he said. “The King is pleased with the 
outcome and offers you a Royal boon to mark your wedding day. 
Tradition directs that you use it for the benefit of someone else, not 
yourself or your bride.” 

It took but a moment to decide, informing Small of the simple 
request. Ben Heck and Keil Martell were waiting with our horses. 
Lynda shared the news and let Keil ride ahead to spread the word. 

“That was a sneaky move, Vigil. You knew that girl had such strong 
feelings for me,” Walker Grey offered me a grin and his strong hand. 
He would continue to pine for Raven with the best of them. 

“Don’t worry, Mister Grey,” said Yseria. “Sorrow is still available. I’m 
sure you'll make a great pair if she can get over the smell.” 

“What’s that, Ber’y/? No, that isn’t a lizard-demon. Just sounds like 
one,” Grey replied to his talkative sword. 

Walker Grey’s relationship with his hellsword was a bit of a Storm 
Company legend now. Most didn’t believe that he had real 
conversations with the weapon, assuming that the paladin was only 
listening to dark echoes in his head. Still, ld seen the sword reshape 
itself, better fitting to the intense fighter’s style. Once a longsword, it 
had become a broadsword with a heavier blade and a balance closer 
in. 

I'd been the one to kill the two Hell-knights and capture their swords 
in a way that somehow preserved their souls in our realm. Cynan 
Black carried the second Infernal weapon, and while he lacked the 
deeper connection to his longsword Chale, both paladins were 
incredibly effective in using their weapons to slay demons. They’d 
saved my home city of Lockrun, wielding them against a coordinated 
attack and far longer odds. 

Our arrival through the back gate of the Checkered Flag estate was 
met with a full company of well-wishers. Cat presented a bouquet of 
roses to Raven and gave me a big hug. We wended our way through 
the receiving line as my sisters Laila and Ayla arrived, adding to the 
multitude, and we decided to make one big party of it. Ben Heck 
frowned, his afternoon taking on a whole new dimension of difficulty. 


By mid-afternoon, the block was circled in watchers, and the house 
was full of food, drink, and friends of the Scarred Man. Sorrow guarded 
my bedroom suite, doing her best to sleep away the noisy day, while 
Princess Raven Ylamil-Storm held her court among the many new and 
old faces that stopped in to celebrate the occasion. Such was my 
world; my solitude and madness were forgotten for a time. 

While | couldn’t imbibe the spirits and ales of the day, | was 
enjoying a fresh cup of coffee with Cat and Cynan while grilling 
Andarion on the safety and effects of certain dark elf artifacts. 

“To our new sister,” said Laila, presenting a toast to Raven and 
those gathered in the dining room. 

Ayla was allowed to partake, but she’d been given the task of 
canvassing the party for information. She was in a competition with 
Laila, and they would compare notes at the end of the day. My money 
was on Laila, based solely on her head start. Ayla was a natural 
manipulator of the innocent and dirty alike. Their quarry was any and 
all threats or hints of threats against their brother, Maidenhall, or 
Company Storm. 

Ben Heck had his eyes full but was being helped out by Baden 
Durk, a man that knew how to read a scene and position watchers 
against potential trouble. Having an assassin’s mind, Durk only had to 
work in reverse. I’d locked his crossbow away for safekeeping and 
offered him a new life in the Garden of the King, the epicenter of the 
Lower Districts and all things Gray. He and Ben were working through 
a map of the zone, repositioning watchers, and blocking off areas 
deemed too risky for our company. 

Durk wasn’t such a tough guy, as much as he was a thinker and 
student of his craft. He’d learned his skills with the crossbow by 
spending a decade in the Royal Army, and his experience augmented 
this process of knowing where to watch for an ambush. 

There was a personal history, a triangle between the former Coven 
boss, Durk, and me, regarding the assassination of a member of my 
party that had started a longer and exceedingly more sinister local war. 
It had been a brutal affair that had created the Scarred Man and 
reshaped the landscape and politics of Maidenhall. The Lower Districts 
were suddenly legitimized, valued in the eyes of a local Power, and rid 


of an Infernal presence. I'd traded part of my soul and sanity to create 
that history as a foundation for the future. 

Captain Clarion Price arrived, a captain no more. 

“Major Price, so good of you to attend,” | shouted across the room. 

The man was still dressed in his captain’s uniform, coming straight 
from his Royal Curtain Guard shift, but | was sure he’d gotten the 
word. | could sense his excitement and pride, unfamiliar feelings for 
Price, as he entered the room. A posting to Major would move him into 
new circles with higher responsibility. His dull days of guarding the 
Royal's walls were over. 

Price stopped and saluted with all seriousness, “Colonel Storm.” 

I’d no choice but to salute back, leaving many in the room confused 
by the exchange. 

“It's an honorary title,” | said. “An Army colonel was in on the plot to 
have me killed, and they gave me his commission as compensation. 
I'd never trade my company for a regiment of the Reds.” 

Laila approached, cornering the new Major as a lioness might 
corner a new source of information. Well, you get the picture. The two 
of them were already close, and | hoped I’d given them even more 
things to talk about in the future. 

Tila and Ram had arrived earlier, and Ram was quickly becoming 
enamored with my consul. Lynda Snow had lost her pale complexion; 
her cheeks flushed with his attention and the ale she’d been drinking. | 
enjoyed the warmth of that exchange and admired the confidence of 
the slightly older man. | swear that | wasn’t jealous. 

Tila approached, offering a wistful smile. “Ara, I’m grateful for your 
happiness but must let you know that we will be traveling back home 
this week.” Tila had completed her mission and would have other 
threats to fill her time. “The Wolves of Summer have been sighted 
again on our northern border. My father requests our attention to the 
matter.” 

Still having a long way to go at my inner recovery, | was crestfallen 
at the news. The power of Tila’s voice and her guidance in the process 
of my healing had offered my inquisitor some crucial help in pulling my 
soul back from the darker edges of existence and chasing away the 
ghosts that haunted our days. 


“These wolves, are they such a threat that Fuga hunters couldn't 
handle them?” | asked. 

“The Wolves only arrive in times of war. They were part of a Wind 
last seen ten years ago,” she replied. “They appear in sadistic packs, 
ravaging the mountain passes between Fugaku and Niantia. They are 
what Ayla’dune would call Twisted.” 

My heart sped at that last word. Vigil Thorn had once complained 
about packs of feral pigs in the Dungarr, twisted with the souls of 
lesser demons, and the havoc they’d caused to her patrols. Wolf 
packs, as natural predators, would be incredibly dangerous in a 
Twisted form. They’d be a challenge to hunt, Hell, a challenge to 
survive, even behind the walls of a town. 

“Where do they come from?” | asked. 

“Niantia, of course. They are always the omen of their next invasion. 
The Wolves of Summer erode our morale and presence throughout the 
major valley, preparing the way for the Nantine Army’s attack.” 

“You say that like it’s almost a normal occurrence. Is Fuga prepared 
to fight such a threat?” 

“The Nantine Army must eventually remove their Hell-ridden beasts 
from the field so that they can advance their regular army units. Our 
seers keep a close watch on the Winds so that the Fuga Army can 
move forward in time to meet the enemy before they clear the gap.” 

The more | thought about it, the more | was appalled and yet 
intrigued. Putting another stop to the Nantine’s aggression and their 
Infernal forces would hugely benefit our continent. Seeing Fugaku and 
hunting demons would make a great honeymoon. 

Yes, | said the same to Raven later, and she agreed. 

“Tila, | was going to suggest that we enlist your brother as my 
consul’s interim bodyguard.” | pointed at the couple across the room. 
“Would you be interested in some help with the Winds and the Wolves 
of Summer?” 

“Ram does seem to be enjoying himself for once. What would you 
suggest?” 


Chapter 9 
The Akio Cut 


The Akio River ran north to south for seventy miles through the 
Everest Mountains in northeast Fugaku. Cold and steady, the river 
snaked down the middle of the Akio Valley toward the Realm of 
Fugaku. The Valley was forty miles across at its widest point, though 
rough, rocky foothills covered in thick pines and hardwoods tended to 
blur the edges. As an avenue through the rugged mountain range that 
separates Niantia and Fugaku, the valley was a natural arena for war. 

The two rival kingdoms efficiently guarded the pass using vastly 
different means. The Nantine Army had constructed a modest stone- 
walled city, a citadel, capping off the road at the northern end of the 
valley and limiting its citizen’s access to only short logging and mining 
seasons. After a surcharge, foreign merchants and traders were 
allowed to pass at their own risk, but the numbers coming from the 
North had dwindled. That left the bulk of the heavily wooded 
borderland to Fugaku with a scattering of rugged forts, timber-walled 
towns, and a few thousand hardy, border-minded citizens to match. 

The Fuga Army had positioned two forts toward the middle of the 
valley, each guarding a wagon bridge over a major feeder into the Akio 
River. A single well-trodden road traced the river's eastern edge, 
reaching Fuga Fort North about twenty miles south of the Nantine 
walled city known as the Citadel. Another twenty from there got you to 
Fuga Fort South. Three small, sparsely guarded towns dotted the map 
along the road in the valley’s southern half. Where the rough terrain 
ended, the broad flat land of the Fugaku high plains began. 

In times of peace, the Fuga Army presence was an afterthought to 


the residents of the Akio Cut. The saber-wielding young men traversed 
the length of the valley, scouting for bandits and protecting the local 
traders that supplied everyone with goods coming up from the Fuga 
ports far to the southeast. The borderlands offered plenty of room for 
bandits and smugglers to avoid detection as they preyed on 
unguarded trade wagons or homesteads. This fact kept the bulk of the 
civilized folks clinging to the towns in the southern half of the vale. The 
threat of outlaws didn’t inhibit the tougher, independent borderers who 
enjoyed the remote spots for themselves and could defend their 
claims. One such inhabitant was the former Recon sergeant, Viren 
Drake. With the violent emergence of the Wolves of Summer, the walls 
of the Fuga forts and towns stood as a last desperate hope for many 
trying to escape the valley alive. 

Drake’s quiet abode was built into the side of a rocky hill almost 
twenty miles west of the Akio River and Fuga Fort North, sited deep in 
the northern half of the cut. He had the better part of a day anda 
winding downhill route ahead of him to make it to the northernmost fort 
before dark. He held no illusions that the wolf pack that had killed his 
partner Becks couldn’t also track him as he crossed their mean- 
tempered territory. Bearing that and the shock of the morning’s events 
in mind, Viren had made sure that his old Recon knife and saber were 
sharp before leaving his cabin hideaway for the last time. 

Viren debated whether or not he’d been rash at running so soon 
and that perhaps the pack would ignore him if he stayed hidden and 
boarded up in his sturdy home, but the memory of their ghastly howls 
still echoed in his mind with the promise of their return. Soon enough, 
he was following his wolfhound, Dagr, down familiar trails toward the 
River. He kept the animal close and quiet, not wanting to lose his last 
friend so soon after losing the first. 

Drake’s time in the Fuga Recon Corps had served him well, and he 
knew every trick in the book for escape and evasion. Angling toward 
the nearest rill, Viren removed his boots and waded in the chilling 
shallows for the next mile. He showered beneath a small waterfall, 
shedding as much blood, sweat, and emotion as possible. He forced 
the same on Dagr. Continuing his trek, Drake kept the stream on his 
left, certain it would eventually meet the Akio’s main flow via the most 


efficient path. 

Drake had intended to avoid the smugglers’ trails, knowing that they 
were the most likely byways for the packs to hunt, but Dagr had picked 
up a scent and dragged him off to the right as he made to cross 
another well-worn path. He’d met Wilder Jack several times over the 
past few years, but that didn’t help him make sense of what he found a 
quarter mile up the trail. It was Amy, the mule, Jack’s constant 
companion, that was still somewhat recognizable, strewn across a 
footpath about five miles downstream from Drake’s cabin. 

Jack had run a backcountry route between the trading post at the 
Nantine Citadel and the one in Kyserville, on the valley’s southern 
edge. The old man had gotten the ‘Wilder’ moniker from his antisocial 
nature and his penchant for conversing with his beloved mule as if she 
understood everything that he said. To Viren, Jack had been an honest 
and simple man that loved the vastly untouched landscape of the Akio 
Valley. Everyone traded with him, including the bandits that squeezed 
out a harsh living scattered about the vale. 

Now, small pieces of Wilder Jack lay scattered about the trail with 
his blood already dried among the leaves, telling Drake that the attack 
had occurred more than a day ago. Claw marks tore the soft forest 
floor and the bark of surrounding trees, evidence of a frenzied kill by 
several beasts and a territory being marked. Viren found the older 
man’s hunting knife amid the remains and drove it into a nearby oak as 
a memorial marker. There was nothing else he could do but continue 
onward, trekking downward and to the east. 

The Wolves of Summer were about, and their appetite seemed 
insatiable. Viren wondered at the extent of the attacks, sure that they 
wouldn’t have started in this sparse backcountry. The valley’s 
bottomland held plenty of opportunities to feed. It had been close to a 
month since he’d last come down the mountain to pick up supplies and 
coffee in Tasko, and he hoped the busy frontier town still survived. 
None of the valley's towns were well defended, but perhaps their scant 
timber walls would prove effective enough against the dark hunters. 

Reaching the cold, broad Akio River in the late afternoon, Viren 
pondered his next move. He could venture downriver toward Tasko 
and cross the small footbridge into town or do the same upriver at the 


North Fort. Ever since the hellish early morning howling had started his 
nightmare, the day had been quiet, almost normal, if not for the kill 
sites and the shock of sudden loss that still rode heavy upon his 
shoulders. Drake was going through the motions, hosting a heart 
unable to feel and a mind dulling quickly to thoughts of self-survival. 
His surroundings flowed past him in a mask of black, white, and gray. 

The sight of the predators woke him up. Peering across the Akio, 
Viren could barely make out the River Road on the far side. He wasn’t 
surprised to see it empty, but he didn’t expect to find the three black 
wolves basking in the late afternoon’s sun on the opposite bank. 
Drake’s heart pumped frantically in his chest as Dagr began to bark. 
He grabbed the dog’s leather collar, holding him in place and curbing 
the animal’s impulse to confront the alpha hunters across the river. 

While the wolves themselves were sizable, a pack of three seemed 
small, and Drake began scanning around as he took a mental measure 
of the threat facing him. Each wolf outweighed his dog by at least a 
hundred pounds, with the largest out-sizing Dagr by the weight of its 
teeth alone, he was sure. Across forty yards of river in the clear 
daylight, he could make out the fresh blood on their muzzles and the 
unnatural blackness of their eyes. 

Carefully, he began moving to his left, upstream, and away from the 
threat. He looped a rope through Dagr’s collar and forced him to heel, 
moving as soundlessly as possible along the riverbank. Checking in on 
the town of Tasko would have to come another day as Drake headed 
north toward the nearest fort, which by his reckoning should be a few 
miles closer. The three predators remained where they were, eyes 
fixed on his back as he disappeared around the river’s next bend. 

Drake knew that if he were one of the predators on the far side of 
the river, eyeing a fresh target, he would soon be on the move to track 
down his next kill. For the time being, he had a swift section of the river 
on his right for protection and a newfound motivation to reach safety 
before dark. He began to run along the bank, hoping he’d been given 
enough of a head start. 

The fear of being hunted had unsettled his mind, and the sound of 
his labored breathing brought with it a flurry of feelings that Viren had 
tried to leave back at the cabin. The emotional burden, a beast in its 


own right, almost killed him as it stole the energy from his stride. He 
had to fight it every step of the way, holding its claws at bay. He was 
sure that Becks had experienced the same in her final moments. 

Nearly an hour into his run, the North Fort’s narrow crossing bridge 
swung into view as a distant howling rang out behind him. The pack 
had crossed the river and been tracking his progress. Of more 
immediate concern was the fourth wolf, waiting at the footbridge 
ahead, sizable in its own right, head down and growling, jaws dripping 
with saliva beneath coal-black eyes. The fiend couldn’t have known 
what Drake carried in his heart at that moment, but perhaps the wolf 
would have reconsidered its snarl if it had. 

Drake released Dagr’s leash and jumped back to the left as the dark 
predator made its move, lunging at the man’s legs. The hunting dog 
angled in to intercept the wolf, an arrow of teeth and fur latching onto 
the wolf's neck. It spun around fast to avoid the beast’s claws. As the 
black wolf turned with the dog, trying to pin it, Drake attacked, 
chopping with his heavy saber across the animal's neck. The 
predator’s back legs gave out; it flopped to the ground with a short, 
sharp growl. 

Dagr’s muzzle dripped with black blood as Drake pulled him off the 
downed wolf. Over the bridge, safety called, while on their side, the 
howls of the black hunters approached faster than the coming night. 
The dog seemed to realize that the new threat was far beyond its 
capabilities and bolted, barking its way across the Akio footbridge. 

Viren Drake gave chase, pleased that at least his hound had 
enough sense to escape. 

The speed of Viren’s pursuers brought them onto the bridge while 
he was only halfway across. 

Feeling the rope suspension shift with their weight, he drew his 
combat knife. With only seconds left to live, he slashed the left side 
rope, dropping the support for half of the bridge. 

The weight of three wolves slid sideways and fell, no longer 
supported by the crosswalk's narrow planks. The river caught them in 
its steel-gray grip and carried them back downstream as they yipped 
and howled. 

Drake’s left hand remained clamped to the right-hand rope, and he 


hung suspended, watching the dark hunters drift and swim away. 
Sheathing his knife, he worked his way hand over hand along the rest 
of the broken bridge. 

Fuga Fort North sat a hundred paces away, just over the road, 
cowering in the face of Dagr’s barking to be let in. As Drake jogged up 
to pound on the heavy gate, it swung open, and he was eagerly pulled 
inside along with his dog. 

“Brilliant work on the bridge,” said a young man in military dark 
green. “Burk owes me a tenner for your quick thinking.” The recruit’s 
light crossbow sat in the crook of his arm, forgotten in the excitement 
of the moment. 

Drake hadn't spoken to anyone but Becks or Dagr in more than a 
month. He didn’t know how to respond. His heart was calming rapidly, 
and Viren thought it best to lean against the inside wall, not wanting to 
topple in front of the small crowd of troopers gathered about the gate. 

“I’m Viren Drake. We came down from the mountain to the west.” 

“Recruit Rilo Tanika. I’ve got the main gate until midnight. You're 
the first new face we’ve seen in weeks.” 

Outside, the howl of the pack started up again, less than a mile 
away. 

“Their claws aren't strong enough to climb these walls,” said the 
recruit, uncertain of what to do next. 

Drake looked around at a sea of anxious faces. “Where’s your 
sergeant? Your captain?” 

“Captain Wayan sent Sergeant Tyne to check on Tasko and bring 
back supplies, but none of the squad has returned,” the young man 
replied. “What's it like out there?” 

“You saw the pack on the bridge. It’s like that. But with shredded 
bodies tossed in.” Drake’s bile rose at the thought. He was still in love 
with one of the shredded bodies that he’d just mentioned and would be 
for the remainder of his life, he was sure. Drake pointed at the man’s 
crossbow, “Those things work?” 

“We killed one of the wolves last week. Suddenly, the packs won’t 
come within a hundred yards of our walls.” 

“How many packs?” 

“We’ve seen or heard at least four this month. The pack you 


managed to escape is one of the first that we’d noticed. It was twice 
the size almost three weeks ago when it was first spotted. You can’t 
underestimate the cunning of their alpha. Their day hunting is a new 
tactic. Used to be that the packs would only be active at night.” 

“Might have been what got your Sergeant Tyne,” said Drake. “I first 
saw that particular pack downriver, halfway to Tasko. They looked 
well-fed this afternoon.” 

And yet hungry for more. 

The recruit grimaced and nodded at this bit of news. It confirmed 
what everyone was saying. Rilo was suddenly glad that he hadn't bet 
against Sergeant Tyne, tenner or not. Tyne had been a good sergeant, 
a bit loud but able to hold the North Fort together while the captain 
fought for control of his shaky nerves. 

“Captain Wayan is holed up in his office, waiting for word of the 
sergeant,” said Rilo. “He won’t budge without some news. We've been 
cut off from supply and fresh news for a few weeks now.” 

“Do you have any horses?” 

“Fewer and fewer each day. We can’t feed them, and we need to 
eat. The two dozen refugees we’ve collected eat their share of rations 
as well.” 

“Well, if you’re interested, there’s some fresh wolf meat sitting right 
across the river, but I’m not sure that it’s edible, what with the black 
blood and all.” 

“Sounds delicious,” Rilo deadpanned. 

Rilo Tanika was your typical recruit, if not a bit on the young side. 
The Army recruited from the mean streets of the Capital and the outer 
Provincial cities, gathering whatever cast-offs they could find. 

Viren Drake had once lived out on the western Steppe but had 
decided to try a different path following his father’s death at the hands 
of bandits. He’d learned to defend himself and more during his time in 
the Fuga Recon Corps, but he knew that wasn’t the case with the 
North Fort garrison. 

Rilo Tanika confirmed his fears. “Mister Drake, please check with 
Captain Wayan. We’ve been running the Fort as Sergeant Tyne left it, 
and I’m not sure how long we can keep that up.” 


Chapter 10 
The North Fort 


While the captain’s wishes were obvious, Drake offered little for 
making them come true. Captain Wesley Wayan had laid it out plainly. 
The Fort would need to evacuate all the refugees as soon as possible 
and be reinforced with fresh troops for the expected Nantine invasion. 
The garrison had been cut off and hadn’t seen a fresh face in weeks, 
not until Drake’s survived the rope bridge. The Wolves of Summer 
roamed freely, scouring the Akio Valley of any resistance and bottling 
up the survivors. While the Fort’s twenty-foot-tall stone walls could 
keep out the wolves, Fort North was nothing more than a poorly 
supplied prison for the garrison and Fuga refugees until their situation 
drastically improved. 

“How many rogue wolves are we talking about?” said Drake. 

“Maybe thirty. Black devils spread across at least four different 
packs,” Wayan replied. “Day hunters now, man-eaters. We can’t fight 
them in the open, and our best bowmen have only managed to kill one 
in the past three weeks.” 

“| killed one on my way here,” said Drake. “You still have horses. 
Can't you send riders?” 

Wayan’s face frowned at the other man’s tired words. “Mister Drake, 
while | would like to congratulate you for your impressive kill, I’d also 
like to emphasize that I’m not a totally green recruit. Couriers have 
gone out several times over the past few weeks, the last being my 
sergeant, and each without any response. We don’t know if any of 
them made it through or not, and if they did, we don’t know why relief 
hasn't presented itself at our gates. Hell, a simple dispatch with fresh 


orders would be a start, at least for purposes of morale.” 

“What are your standing orders, Sir?” Drake pressed on in his 
frustration. His view of the fort’s readiness to respond to new threats 
was plummeting fast. 

The Fuga Recon Corps was vastly different from the regular infantry 
branches of the Fuga Army. Drake had been trained to survive 
unsupplied and operate effectively without new orders for months on 
end if need be. His own morale was never a concern. In his mind, 
Wayan’s post was an entirely more difficult job. 

“Hold, until relieved,” said the captain. “We will continue to follow 
them. The Nantine bastards will find a garrisoned fort blocking the road 
once they call off the Wolves and advance. That said, | doubt we'll be 
any great nuisance to their army, assuming they have a few ladders, 
but we should slow them at the bridge long enough for my fellow 
officers to move into position in the valley behind us.” 

“And what position would that be exactly, Sir? Most rear-echelon 
Army types would rather leave the job to the Recon Corps in terrain 
like the Akio Valley.” 

The captain almost choked as it hit him. “Viren ‘the Devil’ Drake. 
Now, | remember you. Your performance with Fuga Recon in the Short 
War was exemplary. You came out of the Akio Cut with more kills than 
any man that year. You might have been the one that made Niantia 
reconsider the error of their aggressive ways.” 

“| can't kill the devil wolves, at least not many. My luck doesn’t run 
that strong anymore, and they’re not so simple like men,” said Drake. 

“Exactly how many men did you kill in that bloody little war, Mister 
Drake?” 

Only an unblooded officer would ask such a cold, hard question, 
Drake thought. His ghosts were his own business, but he finally 
answered anyway, with a hint of fire in his eye. “Thirty-seven by my 
hand and dozens more by those under my command. Officers, 
mostly.” 

Captain Wayan appreciated the sentiment, flashing his smile, “So, 
you can lead men and fight. You can help keep Fort North in Fuga 
hands until we’re relieved unless you'd prefer to strike out on your 
own.” 


The implication was clear. Drake wasn’t a refugee and wouldn’t be 
treated as such. Every man had to do his part, or they were all 
doomed, forgotten in their stone-faced stockade. 

“This isn’t the worst of it yet, Captain Wayan. Not by a long shot. 
There was a reason we went for their officers. The Wolves of Summer 
were only the start.” 

The captain seemed to consider Drake’s words. The past month 
had been a rolling nightmare for the officer's normally peaceful posting. 

“Mister Drake, my father was in the Recon Corps. He always said, 
‘You can never run in the face of wolves.’ More than anything, that’s 
why | haven't retreated, and | deeply regret the loss of Sergeant Tyne.” 

Viren had lost his partner that morning, and he'd run in the face of 
his humanity slipping away. If he fought these monsters here, maybe 
his inner turmoil wouldn’t seem that out of place. 

An urgent knocking on the door signaled the coming end of the 
conversation. 

“What do you say, Sergeant?” Captain Wayan remained earnest, 
almost desperate for a positive answer. “Are you in or out?” 

Hit 

The Nantine officer had arrived under cover of darkness, rapping 
his saber’s pommel on the main gate and announcing his presence to 
the guard above. Regardless of the specter of the wolves, Rilo Tanika 
left the man standing outside while he sent for the captain. The 
emissary wore a dark uniform with officer markings, while his face 
wore an expression of supreme confidence. The man’s pale northern 
complexion stood out beneath the oil lamps that adorned the outer 
wall. 

Wayan thought it was telling that his first official communication in 
weeks had come from the adversary and not his own side. “I’m 
Captain Wayan,” he offered the emissary nothing more than required. 

“lam Major Riker of the Nantine Vanguard Army. My message is 
simple. Surrender this outpost now, and everyone inside will be 
allowed to walk home tomorrow morning.” 

“That's interesting, Major. How are you not afraid of the black 
wolves that ravage this valley? They were heard earlier this afternoon 
across the River, and we dare not leave our walls because of them.” 


“The Wolves of Summer leave us alone. They don’t like the smell of 
the army that I’ve gathered up the road. Can you imagine that, 
Captain? What could scare off a pack of rabid black wolves? Perhaps, 
| will show you tonight.” The haughty Major paused to let his threat sink 
in. “Now, what do you say to my offer?” 

Drake lurked in the shadows atop the wall, surveying the scene. For 
all he knew, the Major was a ghost, being eerily similar to a man he’d 
killed ten years before. He couldn't wait around; he had to find out 
what else was waiting for them outside. 

At this point, Captain Wayan was in a poor position to negotiate and 
smart enough to know it. The Nantine officer could have arrived during 
the day for a more honest discussion on the situation. Instead, he 
seemed more interested in threatening an already spooked garrison 
with his stories once darkness had descended. As far as Wayan was 
concerned, scare tactics were for sergeants to use on green recruits, 
not fellow officers, and that lack of respect was a clear indication of the 
man’s duplicity. 

“Threats will get you nowhere, Major,” Wayan stood firm, wanting to 
call the man’s bluff, but reconsidered his next move. “Please wait here 
while | discuss your offer with my staff.” 

The captain descended from the wall and went looking for Sergeant 
Drake, but the man was gone. 

“He’s slipped out the well’s spillway while you were speaking to the 
Major,” said trooper Tanika. “Took his dog with him.” 

“Well, FETH,” spat the captain. “Looks like I'll have to break the 
news to our kind Major that he’ll have to come back tomorrow.” 

HHH 

Viren Drake crouched at the corner of the wagon bridge, allowing 
his breathing and bearings to settle while he sorted out the situation. 
Thirty yards away, on the Akio feeder's north side, a squad of 
dismounted horsemen stood talking and smoking poor leaf. Counting 
the toke lights, he figured at least six men were waiting for the Nantine 
Major. Their horses were tied to a pair of trees behind them. Having 
horses in a forest full of rabid wolves didn’t make any sense to him. 
They’d dump the rider at first sight of those dark predators and flee. 
Dagr lay silently beside him, having already counted the strange 


scents too. 

Drake reviewed the scene in his mind. The Nantine Major had acted 
as if he were untouchable, the horses across the stream were calm, 
and the men were smoking without concern barely a hundred yards 
from an enemy outpost. Why were the Nantines overconfident? Where 
were the wolves? Was the war already over or only about to begin? 
And hadn't the Realm of Niantia learned anything from the last one? 

Perhaps, they had, but the answer was simple as it coalesced in 
Drake’s head. They’d killed Becks, and that was his answer to every 
question that came to mind. The Nantines created the Wolves of 
Summer, summoned perhaps, and somehow controlled them. Rarely 
were there survivors to speak of the monsters, but Drake had heard 
the rumors, and now he was seeing them firsthand. The enemy may 
not have learned its lesson, having lost many of its frontline officers in 
the Akio Valley during the Short War. Much of that was his doing, and 
he would have to teach them that lesson again. 

Viren Drake waited until the scrape of a boot told him to rise. He 
stood with his hand tucked behind his back, grasping his combat knife 
in the dim moonlight and confusing shadows. He’d left his tell-tale 
Fuga saber back inside the Fort. 

“Are you ready to go, Major?” Drake asked as he casually 
approached the enemy officer. 

Major Riker carried his saber propped on his shoulder, far from 
ready. Not recognizing an adversary in the imperfect darkness, he 
chuckled, “The fun is about to begin.” 

Drake stepped forward into the kill, and his knife-blade pierced the 
Major’s forehead, almost without a sound. 

The Major toppled with a sure smile frozen upon his face. 

Donning the officer's hat, Drake spun and walked onto the sturdy 
wagon bridge, moving at a casual pace and hoping his eyesight 
outperformed those waiting patiently on the other side. 

The Devil had returned to the Akio Valley. 

Drake snapped his fingers as his boots echoed across the wooden 
bridge, his stride confident, carrying a familiar silhouette into the midst 
of the Nantine escort. 

The lieutenant dropped next, his eyes failing to recognize the threat 


until it was too late. Drake’s knife slashed through the officer’s throat 
and punched into the stomach of the next trooper. 

The others, startled by the sudden violence and spray of blood, 
stepped back, frantically drawing their long sabers. 

Dagr latched onto the arm of one, yanking it downward, while Drake 
kicked out the knee of the next nearest trooper. 

The man screamed—one more writhing in the dirt. 

Drake moved inside the guard of another, plunging his combat knife 
deep into the man’s neck. 

Perhaps a bit smarter than the rest, a sixth escort rider bolted for his 
horse and was gone, frantically weaving his way up the road in the 
dark as Drake finished off the dog-bitten soldier and his injured mates. 

As an ambush, it had gone as Drake expected, being over in a few 
quick heartbeats. A sharp knife in close quarters was way more deadly 
than a heavy cavalry sword, especially in the hands of someone that 
lacked any hesitation. Drake had planned every strike before he’d 
stepped off the bridge and didn’t have to worry about striking a friendly 
soldier by mistake. If he’d been less rusty, Drake might have gotten the 
last cavalryman before the trooper rode off. 

After collecting the heavy sabers and searching the men for 
anything valuable, Drake gathered their horses. A quick check of the 
Major on the south side of the bridge uncovered a strange artifact, an 
amber necklace almost identical to the one Becks had brought from 
her prior life in Tannoo. It even carried the same strange smell. 

Dagr was becoming agitated, yipping in confusion at the darkness 
behind them, and Viren took that as a sign to head back in. He had his 
horse now, a good one by the looks of it, and the option to make a run 
for it if the opportunity arose. Recon training taught him to always have 
an out in any situation. If the Nantine escort had looked like it was 
going to overwhelm him, he would have simply jumped into the cold 
river, daring them to follow him in the dark. 

He led the horses back to the fort and would let Captain Wayan 
decide what to do with the extra mounts. Serve them for dinner, 
probably. 

“Nice hat,” Rilo offered. “Can | have one?” 

“| left five more right across the bridge, but | don’t recommend 


retrieving them tonight,” said Drake. 

“Why is that?” 

An unearthly growl exploded in the cool night air. Its source seemed 
to be all around them. As one, the garrison shuddered. It wasn’t the 
friendly, familiar howl of a sadistic black wolf, but something more 
liquid, oily in nature, as it invaded their ears and clung to their tired 
souls. Soon, more hellish cries followed, adding weight to the 
garrison’s misery. 

“That's why,” said Drake. “Here, put this on instead. | found it on the 
Major, and it might protect you.” He handed Rilo the string of Nantine 
amber. 

Drake fished his necklace, once belonging to Becks, out of his 
travel pack and put it on, wrapping it around his wrist. She would have 
to protect him tonight from the many monsters that lurked outside. 

“Thanks, Sergeant.” The young recruit seemed to steady himself as 
he grasped the unusual gift. 

“Rilo, how old are you?” 

Drake would have guessed sixteen at the most and too young for 
the Army, even in times of long war. There were standards, eighteen 
being the minimum age for men in the Fuga military. 

Looking over his shoulder, Rilo leaned in close. “I’m seventeen next 
month. Please don’t mention that to anyone.” 

Viren shook his head. “What brought you out here? Why the Army?” 

“Well, it was either this or dead in the gutters of Tannoo. One local 
boss didn’t seem to think that | was boyfriend material for his 
daughter.” 

“Were you?” 

“Heh, not really. The girl was a doll, don’t get me wrong, but | was 
only using her to get under the old man’s skin while a rival of the boss 
made their move.” 

“| take it things didn’t go as planned.” 

“No, they didn’t at all,” the young man admitted, almost wistfully. “I 
feel like life held out its hand and pulled it back in the end.” 

Drake nodded, “Rilo, that makes two of us.” 

HHH 
The look on the captain’s face was a poor mix of confusion, anger, 


and doubt. 

“I’ve taken to the buckskin, Captain, but they’re all fine mounts, and 
you can take your pick from the rest,” Drake offered. He had learned 
long ago to ignore the moods of his officers. 

“Have you ever ridden a horse, Sergeant Drake?” The captain had 
been irked by Drake’s disappearing act, but not by the results. 

“Not in years, but | grew up on the Steppe. If my father were alive, 
he’d be green with envy for the one | chose.” 

The buckskin was in its prime and well-trained. The horse was a 
good hand taller than the others, and Drake had named it for the late 
Nantine Major. Now, if only he could ride Riker out of this ever- 
darkening valley. 

The captain agreed, “Your father had a good eye. Let’s hope we live 
long enough to see you ride again.” 

HH 

A dark mood descended on the outpost, fueled by several days of 
unsettling noises from beyond its stone walls. The Nantine major’s 
‘friends’ had arrived, and there was nothing remotely friendly about 
them as they circled the outpost with their incredible howls and 
screams. The devils cast a sickening pall, an invisible black cloud, 
upon the souls of the troopers inside. Some of the fort’s better shots 
had taken aim at the beasts but with little effect. The monsters seemed 
to ignore the crossbow bolts, whether they hit or not, and Captain 
Wayan continued to have grave concerns about the height of his stone 
walls. 

The North Fort was built to last; sourced from a valley mine to the 
northeast, solid granite blocks fronted the original timber walls. The 
quarry used was the same large mining site that had sourced the 
Nantine Citadel's walls on the valley’s northern edge. Beneath the 
inner walls of Fort North, a large cellar was framed for barracks, cool 
storage, and care for the wounded. A small covered stable, once full of 
horses, ran along one wall of the central courtyard. 

“At least the wolves are gone,” said Drake, knowing how that 
comment would play with the captain. Viren didn’t know what was 
going on out there, but the howling packs of black wolves hadn't 
returned. 


“Maybe. But | don’t feel like things have gotten any better. Do you?” 
Wayan replied. “And does the fact that | always want to vomit seem 
like a good sign?” 

The air had gotten thick, taking on the smell of rotting flesh and 
carrying an unsettling vibration that picked at the threads of their 
minds. As the days rolled past, the men were starting to come apart, 
fights breaking out among friends, while others pleaded for surrender 
rather than undergo another day of waiting for the demons’ final attack. 
Several troopers and refugees were catatonic, receiving medical care 
in the vast cellar. Sergeant Drake was tasked with keeping the 
discipline of the Fort intact; his reputation as ‘the Devil’ augmented his 
stare and iron will. 

“Captain, my sharp-eyed father used to say, ‘Some winds blow 
black.’ It was a saying in the Steppe, meaning either ‘No worries’ or 
‘the world is about to end,’ depending on the situation. Let’s simply 
agree that we're sitting somewhere between those two choices and 
move forward.” 

Sergeant Drake’s father had rarely been sober enough to share any 
thoughts on life with his son, but when he did, Viren took note and 
carried the man’s words like the necklace wrapped around his wrist. 

“The Devil of Akio, inspiring to the end,” the captain replied with a 
bitter smile. “Remind me to thank you later for killing that bastard of a 
Major. Now, what do we do about his Infernal friends? There must be 
dozens out there by the sound of things and more arriving every night, 
if you ask me. If someone teaches them to climb, we’re doomed.” 

Another unnatural growl rippled across the deepening night as if 
laughing at the captain’s last words. 


Chapter 11 
Heading East 


We were riding east on our honeymoon, and the city of Dungarr, our 
first stop, was just beyond the horizon. We'd left Cat in Maidenhall with 
Ben, Laila, and Ayla. She also had her uncles Black and Grey to keep 
her company. Walker Grey wasn’t happy being left behind, but | 
needed the reliable man to protect the Capital, and did | mention that 
Cat was staying home in Maidenhall? In my mind, she couldn’t have 
enough Paladins watching out for her. 

Cat and Ayla seemed to get along, though their keen differences in 
personality led them to run in different circles. Cat would be training 
with Cynan Black and the sentinel-adepts at the Checkered Flag, while 
Ayla would be under the watchful eyes of Ben and Laila. Each would 
also attend the school of the Scarred Man, giving them a chance to 
meet others their age and bolster their social skills. 

The school had grown to host more than the Lower Districts’ 
orphans and continued to elevate the stature of the Scarred Man in the 
community. Even the King had noticed and decided to get in on the 
game; he’d begun sponsoring the school’s daily expenses. Lord Small 
also let it be known that the Countess of Redding had also made a 
significant financial commitment. 

Mott Duncan had returned from the Order's summer ceremony in 
Berykholt with ten fresh sentinel-adepts. They’d get plenty of training 
from two of the Order’s most skilled paladins before being sent on to 
Vigil Thorn in Dungarr. Sergeant Caleb Masterson, Vigil Snow’s 
Master of Recruits, had picked the adepts as some of the best from the 
graduating summer class, and | didn’t have a chance to do more than 


greet them as we packed and left. 

Ram rode beside Lynda. He'd thoroughly enjoyed his time in 
Maidenhall and his time with Lynda Snow, but he was eager to be 
heading home, knowing there was a good chance that war between 
Niantia and Fugaku would soon be declared. Tila was certain he’d be 
heading to the northern front as the lead of his Recon Corps section. 
The valleys between Fugaku and Niantia offered a challenging, rough 
terrain most fitting for the lightly armored Recon troops. 

Officially, Lynda was along to act as our liaison to the Realm of 
Fugaku, but in reality, | simply couldn't leave her behind. She seemed 
enamored with the Recon Major, his easy manner and handsome 
guise having disarmed her otherwise cautious nature. Lynda was a key 
part of my life, the stable part, and carried all the pain that I’d shared 
with her with kindness, dignity, and respect in a way that | could only 
mimic. With all of my difficulties lately, she’d be a welcome shepherd to 
help keep my inner wolves in check. 

The trip’s primary goal was personal in nature, offering me a chance 
to heal, physically and mentally, and connect further with the House of 
Na’am. My first goal was to meet Lord Na’am and build that 
relationship. He’d taken it upon himself to carry Ayla and me from the 
ruins of a village in the Dungarr Basin and care for us without 
expecting anything in return. His children had taken it upon themselves 
to track me down and befriend me without any hidden motives that | 
could discern. 

| also wanted to help them with their Wolves of Summer outbreak, 
an event that was certainly Twisted in nature. | hoped to remove 
anything demonic from the emerging conflict before it had a real 
chance to escalate into something worse. | wasn’t planning on fighting 
a war, but | wouldn’t ignore my aptitude at removing the demonic 
weapons of a common adversary. 

Lastly, the honeymoon was real. The frustration | felt at being able 
to heal others but not myself was also real. | wanted to spend time with 
Raven, reconnecting and working through the barriers that were 
holding us back. 

On the way, we had one crucial stop to make. Our time in Dungarr 
would be brief, being more about the vigil that lived there than the city 


itself. | hadn’t sent word ahead and wasn’t confident that Vigil Thorn, 
Vigil of the East, would receive us. During the spring campaign, we’d 
parted on harsh terms, and I’d walked off into oblivion without a word 
of warning for her consideration. | swear that | wasn’t bitter about how 
it had played out. 

“She won't bite you,” said Hart as we waited in the Vigil's manor 
house, a fine place sitting a block from the Duke of Dungarr’s 
residence. 

Perception is everything for the inquisitor, and Hart’s ability to see 
my moods was almost bothersome in its accuracy. Tila had explained 
the winds as energy within each of us, and Hart had learned to focus 
on the more subtle energies flying through the remainder of my heart 
and mind. Fears and anxieties loitered where none had existed before, 
blocking my view of the world around me. 

As such, | was afraid of Vigil Thorn’s reaction to the sight of me. I’d 
recovered greatly over the past two months and almost looked like 
myself. My voice was still painfully raw, improving slowly, my eyes less 
so. Raven said my eyes were different, darker gray, withholding their 
light as they perceived the world around us. My ability to sense and 
manipulate the energies around me still existed, yet | chose to ignore 
it. The succubus that was Vigaila Grace, though evil to the core, had 
held a similar yet hungrier power, and | couldn’t bring myself to touch 
that form again. The reminder was too steep a price to pay, and, in my 
mind, so was this visit to Akila Thorn. 

Having promised everyone that | wouldn’t run away, the bulk of our 
party waited at a local pub. Still, Hart and Raven bracketed me now, 
their memories of Dungarr painfully fresh. These were two of the most 
important people in my life, sitting here at my side, and | couldn't 
ignore the emotions bleeding from them both. 

“Please forgive me,” | whispered. “Both of you, for what | did to you 
before.” | couldn’t promise that it wouldn’t happen again, but the guilt | 
felt was real. 

Rae lifted my chin. “Ara, | forgive you and would do so again if it 
came to that. And I’m sorry for what happened between us when you 
left that day.” 

Her hand had happened twice, bearing her anger to my face, but | 


hadn’t recalled that moment until she’d mentioned it. My week had 
plummeted severely beyond our parting. 

“Brother, we’re always even,” Hart spoke in a firm tone. “Nothing is 
ever owed between us, but in the future, you must make sure that you 
survive. Like Cat, | don’t think that | could forgive you if you didn’t.” 

Hart was serious. It was a sentiment I'd never faced outright in 
anyone but Cat, and Il’d assumed she’d get over it when she grew 
older. Now, with Hart's words, | wasn’t sure. 

| looked at Raven. 

“As Hart said, you can’t go around healing our hearts only to break 
them into pieces later on. And that goes for Cat and Ayla, and Laila 
too. You can’t take all of the risks by yourself, so drop that ‘pawn 
philosophy’ of yours. We can only survive if we share the risk. That is 
an order from your queen.” Raven meant every word, speaking to me 
from a position of authority that she knew | would honor. 

“Well, if it’s an order, | can hardly ignore your advice,” | conceded, 
smiling. The honeymoon had begun. 

The door to the meeting room opened, and Vigil Akila Thorn 
entered quietly. In the time I’d known her, I’d never come across the 
woman in a less than boisterous, scene-stealing mood. She stopped at 
the door, noting the three of us sitting together, and stared at me, 
waiting. 

I'd had months to get over our last exchange and figured it would be 
the same for her. From her face alone, | could see that my loss had 
marked her badly and that she still had a long way to go to overcome 
it. 

“My apologies for the surprise visit, Akila. Please sit with us. | was 
just begging my wife and sister for their forgiveness for the grief that I’d 
caused them during this year’s campaign. Being in Dungarr brings 
back the harshest memories.” 

“That it does,” Thorn spoke haltingly. “Raven’s your wife?” 

“Raven Ylamil-Storm,” Rae confirmed. “Witnessed by the King, so 
no chance for Ara to change his mind.” 

| clarified for my better half, “My mind isn’t always that consistent, 
but my heart and soul won't change.” 

The simple statement seemed to hit home with Akila Thorn. “Such 


is the heart,” she said. “It carries us through when one’s mind has 
decided otherwise.” 

| nodded, not knowing what to say to that. Perhaps Snow had filled 
her in on the details of my condition. 

“Ara, please don’t take this wrong, but why are you alive?” said 
Thorn, piercing straight to the heart of the matter. 

“I’ve asked myself that same question many times over the past 
couple of months. | haven't gotten an answer yet, but a new friend, 
Tila, the daughter of Lord Na’am, explained that I’m the reason her 
brother is alive today. The Emperor’s Children had captured him 
before | arrived at their village.” 

“And why was her brother near that village to begin with?” asked 
Thorn. “I spoke with Lord-Governor Na’am after the incident, and he’d 
left out the involvement of his children.” 

It was considered an ‘incident.’ The Village of the Emperor’s 
Children had burned to the ground with all the heretics, men, women, 
and children, comatose or dead inside their houses. / guess you had to 
be there. 

“Tila sent her brother in as part of a Fuga Recon mission,” | 
answered. “It was her decision which led to his capture. Lucky for 
them, ‘the Storm Lord’ arrived in full regalia.” 

“Lucky for them both,” said Thorn. “But not for you.” 

“No, luck had little to do with it. | knew my fate going in, which 
brings me back to the main question of why | still live. Perhaps, | will 
be able to answer that when | am fully returned.” 

“You’re not—,” said Thorn. 

“No, he is NOT,” Hart interjected, ending that line of questioning. 

“Sister,” | held out my hand. 

Hart took it as she wiped her eyes and calmed. Her eyes worked 
perfectly well around me. 

A knock at the door brought in Sergeant Volk, followed by a familiar- 
looking sentinel. 

“Ara, this is Sentinel Dirven. He was also saved by ‘the Storm Lord’ 
in the heretics’ camp. We thought it appropriate to introduce him to 
you,” Thorn explained. 

| stood, shaking Volk’s hand and then Dirven’s. Volk had been with 


my company, on loan from Thorn ahead of the Dungarr Campaign. 

“Glad to know that you made it out alive,” | said to Dirven. “It does 
my heart good to see you again.” 

Dirven nodded, nervous. He carried a strange mix of anxiety and 
awe as he looked at me. “Everyone said my story was crazy. They 
didn’t believe me,” he murmured, speaking to the floor. 

“Well, that’s bone better than everyone believing your story and still 
saying that you’re crazy.” 

At least Volk chuckled with me. The women all glared at my remark. 
Dirven only blinked. 

Sentinel Dirven, an adept in his mid-twenties, had been deeply 
traumatized by his capture and escape and was still trying to recover 
his balance. He shook my hand again and left the room. Hopefully, 
confirmation of his experience would help him heal or send him into 
retirement. 

“He was staked to the ground beside a pit full of bones when | met 
him the first time, and the clan chief dispatched more hunters in case 
their Twisted black panther didn’t make the kill. Make sure that Dirven 
knows that you and | believe his story,” | said to Volk. “It can be torture, 
surviving but not knowing why. It can eat away at your soul.” 

| was an expert in that department. 

“Why didn’t the chief's panther kill Dirven?” Volk asked. It was what 
anyone would question about the twisted situation. 

“It was busy killing the heretics’ hunters,” | replied as if it all made 
perfect sense. It did to me at the time. 

“And how is Vigil Moon?” said Akila. 

“She is well. Staying in Maidenhall. The King witnessed her 
ascension.” 

“And the rest of Company Storm?” 

“lm on my honeymoon, so, of course, they’re with us. We’re 
traveling to Fugaku to meet Lord Na’am and to look into another 
border incident. It seems that the Nantines have taken to the heretical 
practice of creating Twisted beasts to aid in their disputes.” 

“Just like they tried around Bastian?” 

“Bastian was a siege by a strategically placed demonic Horde. | 
hope this trip doesn’t get that out of hand.” 


Chapter 12 


Lord Na’am 


Ram and Mott had the lead positions, while Cilli roamed ahead, and 
Juno brought up the rear of our column with Andarion. 

“What about Sentinel Dirven?” | spoke with Hart as Company Storm 
rode down through the Dungarr Drip, following a trader’s path 
eastward. The going was getting rough. 

Hart sighed, slapping me with her next words, “Are you blind, Ara?” 

| wasn’t sure how to answer that. It had been a recurring theme so 
far on this trip. Hart and | rode along in the middle of our small column, 
the place of order for the most vulnerable, but | still Kept up a careful 
search outward for any dark threats that lingered in the Dungarr. | 
wasn’t blind to everything, but my soul hadn’t recovered enough to 
open its eyes and see the winds in those closest around me. As Hart 
exclaimed to Thorn, | hadn’t fully returned, and my world was suffering 
for it. 

“Dirven was a wreck, traumatized by his experience in the Dungarr, 
unnerved, and perhaps a bit stunned at meeting his rescuer,” | finally 
answered. “I got the feeling that he was seeing a ghost.” 

“A ghost, ha, almost,” Hart replied. “And Vigil Thorn?” 

“What about her?” 

“She was the same as Dirven. Unnerved, awestruck, staring at a 
ghost.” 

The riders around us had gone silent at her words. Vigil Akila Thorn 
was fearless and awe-inspiring with her singular presence. This 
conversation was far too personal to have so openly, but the ride was 
long, and | trusted that Hart knew what she was doing. 


“You're saying Thorn was afraid of me?” 

“No, but you had won her war and saved the lives of countless 
sentinels by walking alone into the Dungarr. You were dead, and she 
had grieved at your loss,” said Hart. “Ara, we all had, every one of us, 
but you still refuse to see it. Nobody in Company Storm survived the 
Dungarr unscathed. You are a vigil, and yet you hide your eyes, 
terrified to see and feel the consequences of your decisions, even with 
your wife.” 

| looked around at the company, at the young, dedicated faces that 
fulfilled their duty, day and night, and realized that Hart was right. | 
couldn't open myself to their souls as I'd used to, and, looking in the 
mirror, | couldn’t grieve properly at the loss that I'd experienced. 

Feth. 

This trip was supposed to solve all that, especially with Rae. This 
trip was our honeymoon, and | was supremely motivated to get past 
the roadblocks that kept me from drawing near to her heart again. 

So far, I'd only been able to return to some sort of normal with my 
sister Laila, our connection ever-present, our genuine intimacy ever 
upon us. It was pure habit that guided our relationship, along with the 
shared experiences of our mutual destruction. | had destroyed Laila 
and pulled her back, anchoring her reality with mine. Now, she was 
returning the favor and trying to do the same for Ayla Storm. 

Hart was trying to do the same to me, pulling me back the only way 
she knew how, but her strength favored her perception more than her 
ability to pull. | could do both, but chose to do neither in my bootless 
state, and that was her point, / think. 

Ayla’dune had once lamented that I’d dropped the cord of my life 
and wouldn’t pick it up again. Once you let go, it’s hard to find it again, 
and it’s almost impossible for someone else to pull on the same thread 
and bring you back. Just the act of letting go can blind you with shame, 
leaving roadblocks, immovable boulders, and invisible strings. 

My frustration had to be clear as day. “Hart, you are right, as usual, 
and | thank you for that. My soul has been weakened, and | can’t seem 
to overcome the block in my mind to reach out and to perceive each of 
you fully. | can’t face the grief that | have caused, the payment that I’ve 
demanded from all of you, but | can listen, so please tell me what I’m 


missing.” 

Hart smiled proudly, as if she were about to confirm my bravery, 
and said, “During her trip from Lockrun to Maidenhall, Cat was 
assaulted in the middle of the night, and she killed a man.” 

The procession halted, allowing me time to clean the vomit from my 
chin. | grasped at the thick grass beneath me as | retched beside the 
trail. | held on tightly, fighting the urge to run. Feth me. 

“No, Ara, you can’t go back,” Hart whispered beside me. “Welcome 
to our world.” 

Hit 

Two days later, we reached the estate of Lord Almer Na’am, the 
governor of Hollen Province in Fugaku. Our path had taken us up 
through a series of steep hills, mountains to the locals, before bringing 
us onto the rolling and expansive High Steppe country of western 
Fugaku. 

| barely remembered traveling through the same lands, heading 
west, a couple of months earlier. | was just as distracted as we trod 
eastward toward Hollen, still wrestling with the boulders and the ties 
that bound us to our reality. 

Having climbed out of the steamy Dungarr Basin, the cool breeze 
was constant, even in summer, tugging the heat from our bodies. 
According to Tila, the northern winds dominated of late, as opposed to 
the warmer winds from the Eastern Sea. 

Fugaku was a smaller realm than Colivar, perhaps half the size, 
hemmed in by mountains north and south and a vibrant sea to the 
east. The province of Hollen sat roughly in the middle of their western 
border with Colivar, and the governors manor rested on a hill, 
overlooking the provincial capital city of the same name. 

It was late in the afternoon, and word had traveled quickly through 
the city once we’d passed the outer gates. 

Lord Na’am was waiting eagerly in the courtyard for his son and 
daughter. “My children have returned.” The governor's graying hair and 
well-lined face failed to hold the man’s intended air of solemnity as an 
uncontrolled smile broke forth. “How was your mission?” 

Here was a man that had lost his only son a few months ago in the 
Dungarr Basin. Lord Na’am must have grieved terribly before Ram 


surprised everyone, coming home with an incredible tale from the 
village of the Emperor’s Children. 

We’d dismounted but held back, acting the escort to perfection. It 
was a privilege to see the reunion, life at its finest in the eyes of others, 
my newest friends. The moment offered much to push back the cool 
north winds. 

“Father, we’ve had success,” Tila replied proudly. “As you can see, 
we've brought many new friends with us.” 

Tila introduced every member of the company perfectly, beginning 
with Lynda Snow and finishing with Raven and me. 

“Father, this is Lord Ara Storm of the Colivarian Order of the Vigil,” 
she said. “You’ve met him before.” 

| could feel Tila’s anxiety and wondered at the winds that blew 
around me now. 

“What? You’ve brought me a ghost.” Almer Na’am chuckled, 
reaching out his hand. “Lord Storm, it is a pleasure to meet you. When 
we last met, you weren't altogether present.” 

The man was familiar, open, and concerned. 

“Please, call me Ara,” | said. “And this is my wife, Raven Ylamil, a 
daughter of the King in the City-State of Bastian.” 

The mention of my wife seemed to surprise the governor even 
more, as if he suddenly realized that he was standing in the middle of 
one large family, one that had all shared in the same difficult 
experiences of the past campaign. 

“| feel like we have all shared a common ordeal, and you have my 
gratitude for bringing my children home to me,” Almer Na’am 
exclaimed. 

“Lord Na’am, while we couldn't bring everyone in my company here 
to meet you, by way of thanks for your care and hospitality, we’d like to 
ride north with Ram and Tila to help them with the situation at the 
border.” 

Ram stepped forward. “Father, what is the current situation up 
north?” 

The pair of siblings had been gone for close to two months. 

Lord Na’am had plenty of news to share, “The Wolves of Summer 
have arrived in the northern borderlands, and the Army has taken 


positions blockading the passes on the Fuga side. Governors are 
sending additional troops and resources where they are able. Ram, 
you are expected to bring your section north as soon as possible, and 
Tila has been assigned to the Fuga Army command that’s positioned 
south of the Akio Valley. We'll all dine together tonight, but Ram must 
leave with his unit in the morning. Signs of the Black Wind are growing 
stronger than ever.” 

“Lord Na’am, would it be possible for us to go with him?” | said. “I 
have a feeling that the sooner we get there, the better.” 

“Lord Storm, your help would be most welcome, but first, please 
rest and allow my doctor to check on your health before dinner tonight. 
My brother Hilo left in much the same state as you are now, and | still 
wait for Hilka’s return.” 

“Father, please let them have a seat at the dinner table before you 
bless them with your sad tales,” said Tila. “Now, let me show them to 
the visitor's wing.” 

HHH 

| was seated on Lord Na’am’s right with Raven beside me. Ram and 
Tila were on the governor’s left, sitting directly across from us. 

“Forgive me for my earlier comment, mentioning my brother Hilo. It 
was a long time ago that we lost him, but he still comes to mind each 
time my children head out to do their duty.” Almer Na’am paused, 
composing himself. “It has been a trying year already.” 

“For everyone,” | said, holding Rae’s hand beneath the table. 
“Meeting Tila and Ram has been a boon for us, helping us move 
forward with our company’s call to duty.” 

“Are you ready for the winds that rattle us?” said Na’am. “War is not 
for the unprepared.” 

The governor looked at Tila for support, and | risked a glimpse of 
the man’s mind. He was genuinely fearful for my well-being and 
spooked by the memory of his dead brother. We had barely met, and | 
couldn't have appeared so decrepit to garner his level of concern. 
Could |? 

“Lord Na’am, Doctor Inoue thinks that | am much improved, though 
Hart, my sister, might disagree. Do you have some other reason for 
concern?” 


Tila looked at her father, almost pleading. | couldn’t fathom her 
anxiety. 

Na’am cleared his throat, “What my daughter is failing to tell you is 
that | also have some talent for seeing the winds, though more of the 
gray than black or white, and only when | have the nerve to look. | 
usually check on them when Tila or Ram leave on a mission, and the 
outlook is especially dangerous this season. It’s the same as it was 
when Hilka led his men away all those years ago.” 

“Hilka?” | asked. 

“It means ‘ghost.’ | took to talking with my brother Hilo by that name 
after he’d departed,” Na’am explained. “At the time, | couldn’t bring 
myself to say his given name.” 

“Sorrow’s Twin,” | said. “That was the name my company gave me 
as they tracked me down, not knowing if | was dead or alive. I’m still 
learning about the many aspects of grief.” 

“You are an orphan, aren’t you? Did you grieve the loss of your 
parents?” 

“| never knew my father, and | was seven when my mother walked 
away for good. | don’t even remember her face.” 

“Unclaimed, you built your own House, but if you don’t grieve, how 
do you reclaim your balance? How do you forgive?” 

My blank stare answered that insightful comment. 

“Ara, my daughter speaks of you like a brother, so please bear with 
me if | treat you like a son. Let Ram lead his men north tomorrow. 
Recon must take the field before anyone else. Stay here in Hollen a bit 
longer, and let's examine the winds together.” 

| looked down the long table at my officers, noting the anticipation in 
each. “What do you think?” 

They all nodded. My companions would take any help that they 
could get. 

| agreed, “The fresh air will do us some good.” 


Chapter 13 
The Spider’s Lair 


We rode out of Hollen in the half-light of dawn, leading Ram and his 
Recon section of forty troopers. Governor Na’am and Tila had joined 
us, pleased by the invitation for an early morning ride. Captain Juno 
Hartwell had the lead, setting a sure pace as the day grew into its own. 

Five miles outside the city, Juno slowed up on the side of the 
provincial road, marking our time for goodbyes. We each shook Ram’s 
hand with a warm sun on our faces and saluted his men as they 
continued onward toward the Akio Valley, a four-day ride to the 
northeast. Ram, perfectly bathed and groomed, still smelled of the 
eastern ale of which he was most fond, having shared more than a 
bottle with Lynda Snow the night before. 

Lynda and Hart remained back at the manor, hopefully enjoying the 
comfortable beds, while the rest of us took futile turns trying to beat 
Juno Hartwell in a race back to town. Only Tila managed to come 
close. The horses enjoyed it as much as we did, and the warm, bright 
sendoff beat a quick handshake in the cold gloom of early morning. 

Lord Na’am took a strong interest in my health. He emphasized the 
need to honor and respect the lighter winds as a form of healing and 
strength against the Black. Part of that practice was our perception of 
those around us. By blinding myself, | was shuttering my mind to the 
connections and light that kept us all afloat in our shared reality, 
weakening more than myself. 

We sat out on the terrace, enjoying the contest between the 
morning sunlight and the cool steppe breeze as it brushed past. Raven 
and Hart sat beside us as we all sipped some extremely strong coffee, 


the brew offering a spicy taste not found on the continent’s western 
half. My second and third had also joined us, Juno sitting beside Tila 
and Lynda beside Almer Na’am. 

Juno, always perceptive, needed to understand my condition and 
what to do about it should | regress. We planned for Company Storm 
to ride north, following Ram’s section into a potential war zone, and we 
all needed to be on the same page. Hart had begun the session by 
explaining my condition, including the Mad Black and the events with 
the succubus. 

“Why are you alive?” said Almer Na’am, finally realizing my state. 
“As Miss Hart says, it is a disease that only hungers and consumes. 
How did your soul survive that amount of Black?” 

That pitiful question was getting old. At a loss for an answer, | felt 
like | was letting Almer down, somehow disappointing the father | 
never had. 

“He lingers like a ghost, father, until he fully returns,” said Tila. 

“A ghost with a heart and soul? Perhaps,” Almer agreed. “I see the 
gray—the shade of death. | think | should reword my earlier question, 
Ara, why aren’t you alive?” 

This candid comment seemed to unsettle everyone around me, and 
| still didn’t have a good answer. | shouldn't be alive, but | was, maybe. 

| wasn’t human. That is why my mother left me in Lockrun. That was 
the unspeakable boulder left in my path. 

“| seem to have lost a part of me, unable to pick up the thread that 
is my life,” | replied. 

“You've left your life unclaimed?” said Almer. “You can claim others, 
but not yourself?” 

Lord Na’am had a unique perspective, phrasing his questions in 
ways that I’d never considered. 

“He can forgive others, but not himself, just as he can heal others, 
but not himself,” said Hart. “It’s a symptom of the Black.” 

I'd had a similar conversation with my friend Cat on this sensitive 
subject. Only humans forgive. 

“Perhaps, perhaps not,” said Na’am. “It is a question of self-worth. 
The unclaimed, are they worth claiming?” 

“Of course,” | replied. “My life is surrounded by those that were once 


unclaimed. They are everything to me.” 

“| believe you, and you are everything to them. Yet you deny it to 
your heart and soul. You deny their claim to your life.” 

Boulders. Strings. Feth. 

“But | have been claimed,” | replied. “The Order of the Vigil claimed 
me last year. The King in Bastian claimed me too.” 

“They didn’t claim you, did they? They claimed a weapon, not a 
young man. By doing so, they defined your purpose.” 

I'd claimed Cat. She wasn’t a weapon; she was my friend. 

“A weapon destroys. That’s its purpose,” said Na’am. “A person 
protects. Are you not a person? Are you not a son?” 

| hesitated, struggling with the answer that | knew he wanted to 
hear. | wasn’t a son. Not anymore. Not ever. What did that mean? 

“No,” | finally admitted. “I am not.” 

The spider moved over, and | climbed into the burrow beside it. It 
was Safer that way, warm, a tad bristly. 

Hart stood, startling me with her look. She was shaking with anger. 
“Brother, you are not allowed to go. Four sisters have claimed you, not 
as a weapon, but as our brother.” 

Hart, Laila, Ayla, and Cat brushed the hair from my many eyes. Cat 
had claimed me long ago as a big brother. Her mother had left her, 
too, in death, and | had healed her just by being there. She could 
forgive. So could Hart. So could Yseria. 

| crept. 

Rae took my hand, “Husband, as your wife and friend, | have 
claimed you, no matter what my father decrees.” 

Raven was as fierce as the moment I'd first met her. She was the 
singular most important person in my life, my anchor in this world. 

| looked. 

Raven’s heart glowed with barely a scar. Circled by her inner 
demon, exchanging power and warmth, it formed an unbreakable bond 
with my own. 

When had that happened? 

“After Death Valley,” said Hart, knowing my thoughts. “When she 
healed, you were wed. It’s what you do, brother. You join that which is 
broken.” 


| looked again. 

Hart glowed, top to bottom, and there, without mistake, was our 
connection, an open window between us. “Yes, | see everything now,” 
she said. “You will have to thank me for not running away screaming.” 

Hart harbored more than a hint of fear and guilt to go along with her 
determination. 

Feeling suddenly naked, | responded, “Sister, thank you for not 
doing so.” 

Naked in the sun, | was staked out for all to see. Where was Ayla to 
keep me company? 

“Ara, don't,” Hart commanded. “You will heal. You will fully return to 
us.” 

Lord Na’am stood abruptly. 

| looked up, feeling the force of his emotion push back upon my 
self-pity. 

“Ara, you may leave here as a ghost, but you will return as my son. | 
claim you, as is my right as Lord of Hollen Province.” 

Tila gasped in surprise, “Father!” 

| stood too, unclear on how to react at that moment. The kind act 
bolstered me, shifted the winds. Lord Na’am waited, expectantly. 

“Lord, |am honored by the strength of your heart,” | finally said. “I’ve 
never had a father.” 

A dark shadow padded silently across the terrace behind the 
governor, a reminder, circling to my side. My hand settled on Sorrow’s 
head, bringing me some clarity. It took a moment to come through, a 
path of darkness waiting for me. 

Tila seemed to grasp it first, “He won’t return until he follows his 
path deeper into the Black Wind.” 

“Daughter, you may be right. Ara, our family, owes you a soul debt 
for the life of Ram, and the last thing that | want to see is you riding 
into a war on our behalf.” 

“Lord Na’am, we will ride to war on my behalf, not yours. As a 
ghost, I’ve found a selfish wind to follow, and there | will find myself. 
Rae, Hart, Juno, and Lynda are my witnesses, and they will shepherd 
my return.” 

The declaration broke the shackles of loss that held me down, 


staked beside a pile of bones. Sorrow rubbed her nose on Raven’s 
hand and bolted over the terrace railing, disappearing down the hill. 
Wherever | went, death would be at my side. It was a part of what | do, 
but not who | am. 

Almer Na’am looked on, melancholy in his lament, his light gray 
eyes unsure of what he was seeing and hearing. Finally, he discarded 
any further questions and nodded, giving me his blessing with a sad 
smile and handshake. 

“Son, Tila will ride with you north to the Akio Valley. Whether or not 
you find yourself there, | will be awaiting your return.” 

HHH 

My dreams had been dark, tickling my mind with a black tongue in 
the hours before dawn, and the morning clouds had been foreboding 
as we departed Hollen. Tila’s anxiety seemed to mimic her father’s 
from the day before, and a chill had settled around her heart. As if 
waiting for the day to thaw, the sun was well into the sky when we 
finally departed the governor’s estate. Our scouts set a brisk pace for 
us to follow as we trotted northeast. The distant Akio Valley was filling 
with darkness, and we had four days to sort ourselves out before we 
arrived. 

Tila was pensive, distant, cold. | wanted to discuss Lord Na’am’s 
decree and her troubled reaction, but she offered little. “My father 
never acts with such emotion,” was all she would say. She was 
puzzled. Her razor-sharp mind itched, and neither of us could sort the 
motivation for her father’s impulsive decision. 

Two days later, halfway to the Akio Valley, a momentous wave of 
darkness flowed out over our party. To me, it was almost comforting, a 
black flag that offered no surrender, simplifying the rules of our 
upcoming engagement and reawakening my truest resolve. The 
Dungarr Drip may have hidden it better, but the Basin never felt this 
ugly or dark, and there could only be one explanation for the 
ascending pall. A sizable Horde was emerging in the Akio Valley, and 
its attention was already pointing south, deep into Fugaku. 

In the face of the distant, deadly storm, | opened up and tasted the 
curse, a diseased mixture of chaos, fear, and despair. My sight 
measured the pall’s effect as it rolled through our party, prodding at our 


souls for weakness. 

The members of Company Storm reacted in a variety of ways, with 
the seasoned sentinels clamping down their minds and maintaining 
their vigilance. Our bodyguards, Yseria and Andy, had fought and lost 
against the demons outside of Bastian. Their anger burned brightly in 
my mind; their memories cemented their determination against the 
Horde. | reached out and shook Andarion’s hand. | caressed Yser’s 
cheek. They weren't in this fight alone. 

Sorrow and Raven dove headfirst into the tidepool of darkness as it 
rose, swimming in the fear and the familiar chaos that it offered. They 
were tasting the cloud in their minds, learning its scent, and teeming 
with anticipation for the hunt that called to them. 

Tila and Lynda took it the hardest, shuddering beneath the dark 
liquid gaze of Hell. Tears leaked from the eyes of both, and | found 
myself taking hold of their hands as | rode along between them. My 
unconscious pull on their hearts blocked the curse, allowing them to 
breathe and regain some composure as Hart coached them along. 

Finally, Saint Yseria showed me her blood-stained leather necklace, 
giving me a look. Hart was already wearing her demon-skin jacket. 
Marked with my blood, it offered the same crude yet effective 
connection to my soul as Yser’s necklace. Borrowing Lynda’s leather 
jacket, | added a few drops of my blood inside the collar and did the 
same for Tila. Both women calmed immediately, their sighs audible, 
their eyes staring. 

“How did you do that?” Tila’s eyes were still brimming with tears, 
and her mind clouded with suspicion. 

“He heals your heart through the blood connection, counteracting 
the curse,” Hart explained. “It pulls gently on his energy.” 

Drawing near to Raven, | produced a blood-stained silk scarf, my 
nineteenth birthday present. As | leaned in to kiss her, | gently tied it 
around her neck. 

“| need you here, with me,” | told her. “This is going to be a 
memorable honeymoon.” 

“| feel sorrow,” she replied. 

“It won’t be that bad, | promise.” 

“Not sorrow. Sorrow,” she clarified for her slow husband. “Like | can 


sense where she is.” 
“Funny, so do |. Just don’t go running off with her. She’s my ride.” 
HHH 

The main camp of Fuga Army North was positioned ten miles south 
of the Akio Valley. Two thousand men, at least, parked within a huge 
berm-fronted fort. The earthen walls reached twenty feet in height, 
lined with deep ditches, and bracketed by gates framed in stone. 
Horse pens and tents filled most of the circular space inside the walls, 
with a large one-story stone house in the center of it all. Clearly, the 
Fuga military had been planning ahead for the Nantine aggression. 
This wasn’t their first clash. 

The far horizon pulsed with hazy black blisters, and | had grown 
more certain with every mile as we drew near the camp. | didn’t plan 
on staying there long. 

“Tilassen Na’am reporting for General Vann,” said our guide to the 
sentry at the fortified house. 

The sentry eyed us suspiciously. The man appeared sleep-deprived 
and edgy; the deepening dark energy had been taking its toll on 
everyone. 

“We'll wait outside,” | offered. “Maybe we can track down the Recon 
Corps.” | was a scout at heart and could likely find out more from the 
Recon section than at the main command post. 

“Recon’s not here,” the sentry spat. “They’ve all deployed to 
Kyserville. There’s more than the Wolves running in the valley now, 
and we're trying to hold the town.” 

Tila looked at me in trepidation; her face wore a shadow in the day’s 
fading light. “Kyserville sits ten miles up the road, on the valley’s 
southern edge,” she explained. “Hundreds live there.” 

“Used to,” the guard added. “We pulled most folks out a week ago 
when the winds held true.” 

The Fuga knew what they were doing, following a script. | hoped the 
play ended on a happy note. 

“Ara, Lynda, please come in with me.” Tila rushed past the guard 
into the house. 

“This won't take long,” | promised my company. It turns out that | 
was right. Bad news travels fast. 


We were shown into a crowded meeting room where General Adam 
Vann presided over chaos. At least, that’s how it felt to me. Few, if any 
of the staff were functioning well, their minds scrambled with fear and 
hesitation and becoming worse with the nightfall. 

“Thank the Winds, Tila. You are now on duty as Seer for Fuga Army 
North. Magda’len collapsed four hours ago. She hadn’t slept in a 
week.” 

“General Vann, | acknowledge my post. I’ve brought some help 
from Colivar, one of their vigils.” 

The white-haired general’s icy blue eyes hawked around the room, 
searching for the promised help. 

“I’m right here, General,” | waved my hand. “I’m Vigil Ara Storm, and 
this is my consul, Lynda Snow.” 

“Pardon me, young man. We—we weren’t expecting you.” The man 
fought a dozen distractions already and didn’t need one more. 

“That is often the case,” | replied. “But | hope we can help.” 

“With Tila here, | don’t need another seer.” 

| wasn’t that kind of help but figured that it would be a waste of time 
trying to explain. 

Tila noticed my hesitation. “General Vann, what is the situation?” 

“It's never happened before, but we might lose Kyserville,” he 
explained. “We’ve pushed the entire Recon Corps forward to secure 
the area in and around the town and kill off the Wolves, but the Black 
Wind persists. Any patrols that attempt to reach the village of Lonett or 
South Fort go missing, and it’s been weeks since we’ve heard from 
Tasko and North Fort. The couriers we’ve sent never returned.” 

| began to sweat. Shades of Dungarr swept through my mind. Don’t 
feed the Black. 

Tila replied sharply to the General, “How could we lose a town to 
the wolves?” 

For his part, the General didn’t like Tila’s tone, even as he struggled 
to make sense of her words. To me, he smelled like prey, cornered, 
desperate in the face of his Realm’s biggest threat. The room around 
us was silent, morale disintegrating under the invisible storm and the 
heated discussion. 

“Tila, don’t you see it? Those aren’t Twisted wolves on the horizon,” 


| said. 

“Our cavalry screen has managed to kill a few black-eyed wolves 
out on the high plains, south of the valley,” Vann stated. “But they 
haven't tried to scout their way up through the Akio Forest. You may 
think I’m mad, but the wolves are fiendishly adept at springing an 
ambush.” 

“General, what have the Recon units reported concerning 
Kyserville?” Tila’s mind was awash with concern for her brother. Ram 
and his section had already been pushed into the storm at the Akio’s 
southern edge. 

General Vann looked truly irritated. “We haven't gotten any word 
from Recon or Kyserville for most of the day.” He seemed to suddenly 
realize the lapse and yelled at the staff officers present, “Where’s 
Colonel Reno?” 

An officer jumped up and ran from the room at the general's 
request. | think the man may have been about to weep. 

“General, pull them back now. Don’t send up any more patrols. 
You'll only be feeding them to the Nantine’s dark god,” | said. 

“What the feth are you talking about?” He looked at Tila, clearly 
offended at her poor judgment for bringing me in here. 

“General, the Twisted don’t run alone and untethered,” | explained. 
“Under the control of their Nantine masters, they are driven to kill and 
capture. Tila’s brother experienced the Twisted and their hunt in the 
Dungarr. Those captured were taken back to a ritual site and sacrificed 
to a demon lord. In return, the Heretics’ dark god provided them with 
fully incarnate demons for their campaign. Instead of wolves, there are 
demons on the northern horizon.” 

“We've only seen wolves,” said a new voice, one soaked in 
frustration. “And we have no idea what’s happening further up the Akio 
Valley.” 

“Colonel Reno, you know Tila Na’am, acting Seer for the Army, and 
this is a Colivarian seer, Vigil Storm. Colonel Reno leads our Recon 
Corps,” said General Vann, his demeanor calming for the moment. 
“Colonel, what word have we gotten from Kyserville?” 

“Nothing since morning. This afternoon, the wolf packs suddenly 
moved southward into the plains, cutting off Kyserville. Our Cavalry 


won't be able to counterattack and clear them before tomorrow 
morning. Wolves and horses don’t mix well, especially not in the forest 
or the dark, and that leaves me cut off from my men.” 

Colonel Reno was at least twice my age but still seemed young for 
his command. His anxiety was evident with his Recon Corps being 
fully committed and suddenly out of reach. 

“We’re out of time,” | said. “Kyserville will be devoured before the 
night is over. A horde of demons is already positioned near the town.” 

“How do you know that?” Reno was grasping for any shred of reality 
about the state of his Corps, and I’d offered him a nightmare. 

“| can sense the fiends clumped on the northern horizon. | can taste 
their hunger from here, but in a few more miles, I'll be able to count 
them. The demons must be waiting for midnight; they always attack 
when they are strongest. We’ve got to move north before the situation 
changes. Will you join us, Colonel?” 

Those were his men up the road. He couldn’t refuse the invitation. 

Tila grabbed my wrist, “Ara, the Black Wind is already too strong.” 
She held tight, not allowing her hand to tremble at the thought of her 
brother’s precarious position. 

Ram had only recently bounced back from his last foray into the 
heart of darkness, and it was clear that Tila still hadn't fully recovered 
from the ordeal. 

| would do everything in my power to make it right for her. “Then, it 
seems like the right time to change it. Stay here and be ready.” 

General Vann survived on skepticism alone, it seemed. “Change 
what? The wind? Who the Feth do you think you are?” 

Great question. I’m still working on that. 

“According to Lord Na’am, I’m his newly adopted son.” | glanced at 
Tilass hand on my arm. “But if you ask me, I’m a ghost on my 
honeymoon with a black wind to catch.” 

The general took a step back at my response. The words certainly 
helped him agree to my quick departure. 

“Lynda, please stay here with Tila and act as our liaison. Tila will 
know when the time Is right to move up.” 

“What if you don’t get there in time?” Lynda asked, her heart 
beating fast with concern. Tila and | both felt a pang of jealousy at her 


newfound attachment to Ram. 

“Lynda, we will. The black wolves won't slow us down.” 

“Ara, here,” Tila handed me a sealed letter. “For Ram.” More bad 
news would be traveling fast tonight. 

“Coming, Colonel?” | paused halfway out the door. 

Colonel Reno looked expectantly at General Vann. 

“Go,” said the general. “If we lose Kyserville tonight, we’ve lost the 
whole valley and possibly the war.” 


Chapter 14 
Only a fool 


“Ara Storm,” | said, holding out my hand to the Recon colonel. 

“Lan’ion Reno. You wouldn’t happen to know the ‘Storm Lord’ that 
returned Major Na’am to my corps?” 

| smiled at the recognition and the reminder of my purpose. The 
colonel was fit and wore the customary Recon heavy saber over his 
right shoulder. Dressed in the more agile manner of the 
Reconnaissance Corps, he lacked any armor suitable for fending off 
the jaws or claws of demons. 

“’m also the one that introduced Ram’ayal Na’am to the young 
woman you just met inside. Lynda is a dear friend, and for her sake 
alone, I’d hate to lose Ram now.” 

Our shared anxiety continued to build. We walked out of the 
Command Post, and | caught sight of my company’s horses tied up 
nearby. 

“You can’t make war that personal,” Reno suggested, his vast 
experience showing. 

“Colonel, | beg to differ with you on that. For reasons that | can't 
explain right now, this war is deeply personal, and the changing of the 
winds even more so.” 

“Do you know where we’re going?” he asked. 

We were going upriver. I’d seen the maps. | could follow the taste of 
the curse on my tongue if needed. “Sure thing. We'll leave as soon as 
you're ready. Meet you at the north gate.” 

Reno went to collect his horse and travel kit while | found Company 
Storm grabbing something to eat. 


“Sorry to ruin everyone’s dinner,” | said, “But the war starts now.” 

Juno jumped up, shoveling in food with the rest of them. Mott 
handed me some dried sausage and bread for the road. We hit the 
camp’s well for fresh water and stretched as we walked our horses to 
the north gate, where the Recon colonel was waiting. 

| introduced Reno to the team and gave the order to mount up. Juno 
understood. There was no question of who would be in charge tonight. 

“Captain Hartwell, Colonel Reno, everyone, our mission tonight is 
simple. We will cover the ten miles to Kyserville before midnight. There 
are demons, dozens at least, converging around that town and a 
Corps of Fuga Recon troopers hoping to hold it. If they don’t, the valley 
ahead may be lost. Any questions?” 

“How many in a Corps of Recon?” said Hicks. Brandon Hicks 
missed little about our job. 

“We had close to four hundred men left this morning. The valley 
hasn’t been friendly to us this month,” Reno stated. “Not with the 
Wolves of Summer.” 

“The Wolves of Summer have come out of their valley, hunting 
between us and our goal,” | continued. “They’re black wolves of the 
black-eyed, ripper variety—demons in wolves’ clothing. Sorrow is 
extremely effective against them, and she'll screen us. Raven and | will 
cover our flanks. We'll kill what we must and move on. With the wolves 
being out in the open, the Fuga cavalry plan to hunt down the rest in 
the morning.” 

“Who is Sorrow?” said Reno. 

| looked to Raven for that answer. 

“She’s my sister,” she smiled proudly. “She’s already killed one 
black wolf a mile up the road, so I’d suggest we get moving.” 

“And after Kyserville?” Juno Hartwell was always thinking ahead. 

| liked his confidence and followed his lead, “I hear the Akio Valley 
is a great place for a honeymoon. We head up the river, find the 
source of the Horde, and we destroy it.” 

“Only a fool rides into the face of the Black Wind,” said Colonel 
Reno. 

“And only a fool calls the Black Wind to war,” | replied, not 
contradicting the man. “We will make the Nantines regret their deal 


with the devils.” 

“Anything more before we move out?” Colonel Reno didn’t know 
what to make of me. He was taking a risk in his desperate need to 
salvage his corps. 

“That weapon could take off a demon’s head if used properly,” | 
replied, pointing to the colonel’s heavy saber. “Wounds can only slow 
them down, so always go for the kill.” 

Reno didn’t carry a shield, but | planned to shield him with our own. 
He reached back and touched his hilt, a reassuring gesture for the 
man. 

“Captain Hartwell, please set the pace. | want us safely in Kyserville 
before the demons make their move. Raven and | will cover the flanks. 
Sevin, Keil, and Cilli protect Hart. Mott, you’re with Colonel Reno. Our 
dark elves will guard the rear, please. Hicks and Gunner watch Juno’s 
back. Hart, make yourself heard. Don’t hesitate to warn us in case of 
trouble.” 

| was taking a big risk with my inquisitor, vulnerable as she was, but 
| didn’t want to leave her behind. With her clear sight ability, Hart could 
see a possessed black wolf a mile away in the darkest night. Black- 
eyed creatures glowed frightfully for her, demons even more so, but 
she wasn’t equipped to fight them. Fortunately, Sevin’s ability to 
defend her was uncanny, while Cillian and Sevin’s brother Keil each 
carried our company’s quickest axes. They would defend Hart with 
their lives if needed. 

HHH 

The road was in good shape, and we were making good time for 
nocturnal travel. We'd covered five miles, half-way to Kyserville, in less 
than an hour when Hart began to scream. We were out in the open, 
the Akio Valley tree line still another mile or two ahead. The Wolves 
lacked any chance of catching us by surprise. 

| veered hard to the right on Daur, taking a gamble. A pack of six 
was racing in from the east, dark shapes flowing mutely across the 
plains. An even larger pack followed, another mile behind it. 

“Six!” | roared. 

“Shields!” yelled Juno. “Dismount and brace yourselves!” 

My sentinels and bodyguards surrounded Hart, daring any wolves 


to make a go, while | raced outward on Daur, bending our path toward 
the pack’s sizable alpha. The smaller, faster hunters reached our 
group at the road first. The heavy shields were surprisingly effective 
against the black fiends, holding them at bay long enough for axes and 
black blades to bite first. Sorrow ran in tight circles around our team, 
nipping into flanks and devouring the beasts’ black souls with each 
attack. The newly unchained animals began to scatter, suddenly 
disinterested in our party. 

The largest wolf, the alpha, had veered toward my rapid approach 
and prepared to make its leap. Drawing my fang-dagger and pulling in 
the vile miasma that flowed generously around us, | pushed the black 
energy like a dagger into the wolf's Infernal rider. The beast staggered 
and lowered itself to the ground, panting, confused. A black worm 
wriggled in my mental grip, struggling to break free and regain control 
of the monster. 

| dismounted and rushed forward. The big wolf’s claws scored the 
ground, tearing furrows in the turf but unable to stand. Sorrow scored 
its side as | pushed upon the weapon with a breeze of my own. Ina 
snap, the demon-soul that the alpha carried turned to smoke, and 
another, more powerful hunter settled into place. 

The wolf stood. | caressed its head, which was almost level with my 
navel. Its eyes burned red like the setting sun. The scene behind me at 
the road stilled. 

“Come back home when you are done,” | whispered, showing it my 
dagger. “Now go.” 

The wolf howled, calling to its remaining pack. Sorrow growled back 
in response, and a pair of black blurs raced off to the west, the Kjaira 
angling for the next pack as it began to draw near. 

Three dead wolves lay upon the road as the company raced about 
chasing down the horses that had managed ito bolt. We didn’t have 
enough time to get going again. The second pack was closing in, 
though it had lost half its number. 

“Raven, it’s your turn,” | pointed eastward into the gloom. “Happy 
honeymoon.” 

| felt her switch, her eyesight becoming that of a Kjaira, her nose 
wrinkling for a moment as she dismounted and handed me her reins. A 


low vibration rose in her chest as she stepped across the road. 

“Shields!” Juno barked as four black hunters came racing into view, 
less than a hundred yards out. Two larger shapes were pursuing them, 
and | knew that the second wolf pack’s alpha was already gone. 

Raven halted ten paces in front of our group and drew Talon slowly 
as if she didn’t want to spook the incoming fiends. A heartbeat later, 
two wolves launched themselves into the air, converging on my 
Beloved, while a third juked, charging in low behind the other two. The 
fourth wolf must have recognized the death demons that seemed to be 
everywhere and, skirting south of our party, raced away into the night. 

Rae leaned and spun, dodging one airborne hunter while her blade, 
Talon, sliced through the other. She angled her sword downward in an 
arc that caught the third across the neck as it dove for her legs. 
Turning back towards us, she faced the last, its claws digging into the 
roadside turf, reversing its momentum. Raven lowered her sword as 
Sorrow vaulted over her shoulder. The form of a black panther landed 
on the last beast, clamping down on the Summer Wolf’s neck and 
ending its dark run forever. 

HHH 

Our trip through the forest was measured with death. So far, we had 
counted three horses and two couriers, each dead and mosily 
devoured along the side of the road. The third courier was gone, likely 
dragged off into the woods. There was another pack about; | smelled 
them on the kills, a scent slightly different from the first two groups 
we'd destroyed. 

The Akio River flowed quietly on our left, only twenty yards from the 
west side of the road, guarding that flank. We’d entered the Akio 
Valley’s sprawling forest and were less than two miles from Kyserville 
when | called a brief halt. Being close to our night’s destination, the 
picture | saw ahead was both bleak and confusing. The Akio Valley 
channeled a thick ribbon of black energy southward, and | lamented 
the fate of anyone still alive north of Kyserville. 

| asked Reno, “Does Kyserville have any walls?” 

“Our towns in the valley are gated with timber walls meant to deter 
bandits and encourage traders but have nothing that would hold back 
an aggressive attack,” he explained. “Only the two forts further up the 


valley have defensible stone walls. The towns, especially Kyserville, 
wouldn't normally need them being so far south.” 

On a tactical level, the situation ahead of us was encouraging, as if 
the Horde were still forming. The nearest demons seemed sluggish, 
almost as if they were positioned to defend the area, not attack. There 
were dozens, but no alphas, no Hell-knights to lead an attack. The 
landscape beyond Kyserville hosted more of the same, many more 
stagnant demons. | guess that explained why the wolves suddenly left, 
the new neighbors being decidedly too loud and dangerous for their 
taste. 

“Any strongpoints in this town where the defenders could rally?” 

“The inn by the road or the timber mill that sits along the river. Both 
could be defended.” 

“The inn sounds like our first stop. | hope they have decent beds,” | 
added. “There are a few dozen demons scattered around the town 
ahead, hungry and poorly driven, but that could change. So far, we 
seem to be in luck.” 

Colonel Reno took that moment to puke on the side of his horse, 
poor animal. The surrounding pall, a blend of terror and despair, was 
getting overly thick, and the rest of our group didn’t feel any better for 
it. 

“Hicks, Gunner, we’ve seen this same scenario, but in a broader 
setting, around Bastian. The demons are scattered about, waiting for 
trouble and locking down the entrance to the valley. Gunner, you ready 
to do your thing as we head into the town?” 

Gunner was our strongest sentinel and also one of the most skilled. 
Better yet, he was cool under the pressure that would surely come his 
way. He would play the goat, drawing in our prey as we advanced on 
Kyserville. 

“One goat, ready for duty,” he sighed. 

“Take the point. Keep a steady pace toward the town, and we'll 
cover your flanks. Hart, please keep a tally and call out the threats as 
they appear.” 

“A tally? Really?” Colonel Reno seemed appalled in a vomit-stained 
horse sort of way. The Horde was feeding on his mind, the fear and 
anger it stoked with every passing moment. 


“With that many demons surrounding the town, we need to 
understand how quickly the Nantines can replace them,” Juno offered. 

“Exactly. And we pay bonuses for each kill,” | added, though the 
more | thought about it, the more | liked Captain Hartwell’s answer. 
“Colonel, when we get near the town gate, we'll need to know if it’s still 
in friendly hands. Please inform us as soon as you know one way or 
the other. When Juno calls for a general dismount, you and Mott must 
keep all our horses safe. Our mounts must survive the night.” 

“Vigil,” said the colonel, drawing his saber. “My men still hold 
Kyserville. No fething chance Recon would let go of it that quickly.” 

| took a moment, sensing the man’s inner resolve and reaching out 
to the north. Kyserville sat in the near distance, a pocket of fortitude 
among the chaos and noise of the scattered Horde. 

“Colonel Reno, | think that you may be right. Gunner, the night is 
yours.” 


Chapter 15 
Kyserville 


Dragging one of its legs by accord of alien flesh, the lesser demon, a 
rabid mix of man and wolf, managed to reach Gunner’s shield. The 
large sentinel held his ground against the off-balance foe and quickly 
ended the beast’s snarls with a heavy axe through its neck. 

Having Gunner out front, his mind dripping with determination and 
fear, drew every demon on the south side of the town to us as we 
approached the inefficient timber walls. We used the river on our left to 
protect that flank, allowing our small group to defend an arc facing 
north and east. 

Crisscrossing the woods in front of us, Sorrow feasted in its two- 
faced form, the pair of hunters tearing into the flanks of the oncoming 
menagerie of Hell-beasts. Only the quickest and lightest demons 
managed to evade the two black shadows; raptors and mantis-shaped 
creatures bounded into our midst. Between Raven and |, these thinner- 
skinned creatures had barely a chance to screech in rage as their 
heads flew from their bodies. 

Having dismounted, our sentinels formed a shield wall behind us as 
we neared the town gate. They were able to advance a short distance 
east of the road, absorbing Gunner into their small number and 
catching their share of the staggered flow of incoming attackers. 
Raven and | pushed farther east. Colonel Reno hailed those inside the 
gate and soon led Hart, Mott, and the horses into the town. 

That was when I'd realized our mistake. 

Hart’s scream shattered the night from inside the town’s timber 
walls, drawing my attention to the lesser demons that had taken a 


shortcut over the north-side walls and through the town to reach us. 

Juno quickly pulled the sentinels backward toward the south gate, 
but it wouldn’t be fast enough. 

Sorrow turned as one and bolted for the twelve-foot-tall timber 
walls. Both animals easily cleared them in a single leap, leaving 
Raven, Andy, Yser, and me to sort the south side of Kyserville. 

Hoping to take the pressure off of those inside the town, we moved 
forward. Unfettered as we were, it was a slaughter and a joy. 

We ran eastward into the trees. 

The dark elves’ hearing ability and acute night vision matched my 
own, aiding our search through the night for our next Infernal targets. 

The demons weren't prepared for the attack. The Hellions shrieked 
and charged at our appearance as if rudely interrupted in the middle of 
a meal. Randomly spread around their psychic trough, they lacked any 
alphas to foster their coordination, leaving only their raging hunger to 
guide them. 

We took them apart, by ones and twos, until we had completely 
circled the town and reached the Akio River on the north side. 

The last demon within Kyserville fell silent moments later. 

As we approached the town’s north gate, the forest around us 
seemed dumbstruck, devoid of any Infernal presence. The northern 
horizon still shimmered in a blaze of black lights, but they were several 
miles away, and their focus was elsewhere. To the south of Kyserville, 
the heavy pall was receding. Weakened by the loss of dozens of 
Hellions, the Black Wind had shifted its balance, taking a small step 
backward. Midnight had never felt this good. 

Mott jutted his head out of the opening gate. “How’d you fare?” he 
asked. 

“He’s still a bit Keyed up,” Yseria replied. “I'd give him some time. 
Where’s Juno? And Hart?” 

“Oh,” said Mott, retreating quickly from the gate. 

Raven was on my arm, guiding me gently inside yet holding me at 
bay. The town was larger than | expected, impossible to defend 
properly with a depleted corps of Recon. It would need a regiment of 
heavy foot, at least, and far taller walls, though if it posed any sort of 
challenge, | would simply burn it and move on. 


Something was already burning. Flesh. | could taste it. 

Dark-clad soldiers, all too lightly armored, scurried in the shadows, 
patrolling around the uneven rows of wooden houses. Didn’t they know 
that the town was clear of the enemy? 

Mott reappeared with Juno, Sevin, and Hart. Hart was well, perhaps 
a little pale, but it was hard to tell in the wavering lamplight of the 
simple gate yard. 

Inquisitor Hart updated everyone present, “Captain Hartwell is now 
in command. Ara, are you OK?” 

“Of course, it was a rout. Thirty-seven more Hellspawn went home.” 

“Your group of four killed thirty-seven demons?” Captain Hartwell 
was a perceptive yet skeptical young man. 

Hell no. 

For some reason, Juno took a quick step back. 

Raven answered, her hand never leaving my arm, “As a group, we 
killed forty-five. Of that, Ara accounted for thirty-seven. He wouldn't 
share.” 

My Beloved was beyond cute when she pouted. 

Sorrow appeared; the twin hunters were sated. The thin-skinned 
patrols hadn’t even noticed them. The dark panther rubbed against my 
side and licked my hand, clearing away some of the fog. 

“Open the gate wide,” | ordered. 

With a flick of my fang-blade, the big black wolf bolted outward into 
the silent night, borrowed and returned. | handed the weapon to Raven 
for safekeeping, no one else being fast enough to wield it against me. 

“Let’s find a place to rest,” Hart suggested. “Juno, please let the 
colonel know that the town and the immediate area are clear of 
threats.” 

“Captain, the next line of demons awaits us ten miles to the north, 
wrapped around another town. They lack a strong focus like the dead 
ones here,” | chuckled. “We must strike at them soon and force their 
masters to the field. They lack the proper respect and will pay dearly 
for it.” 

Captain Hartwell blinked and hurried away. 

My inquisitor remained at more than arm’s length, utterly terrified, 
clinging to Sevin Martell’s arm. It irked me that she wouldn’t come any 


closer. 

We reached a large inn and tavern house, the Twin Fountains. It 
was surprisingly busy for an abandoned town in the middle of the 
night; the flow of troops in and out seemed almost constant. | was 
starting to tire. | hoped that they had rooms with decent beds. 

“I'll take him,” said a familiar voice. 

Major Ram Na’am stood before us, a smile on his worn and filthy 
face. He’d been having a long day of it too, it seemed, with a bloody 
wound on his thigh. So had the other officer, an older man, standing 
stern yet familiar at his side. 

“We need a room,” | said, leaning upon Raven. “The wind here is 
ponderous.” 

Ram pointed to a nearby flight of stairs, “Wind Catcher, take any 
room that’s available.” 

A thought nagged, insistent as we walked off, a sealed letter 
appeared in my hand. 

“Ram, from your father and sister,” | offered the missive. 

“Thank you, brother.” Ram grabbed the letter and disappeared back 
into the crowded room. 

HHH 

Dawn struck first, its light scouting through the open window. It was 
soon followed by a cool breeze charging down from the mountains to 
the east, leaving nothing behind but long shadows in the distance. 

Raven clung to my side, purring into my ear, still calling me back. 
My lips pressed gently on her forehead, enjoying the near silence and 
warmth of her body. Another body stirred across the large bed, the 
curly white locks of a dark elf snuggled against Raven’s back, hiding 
from the cold mountain air. 

A loud banging worked its way up the hallway outside our door, 
nearing, rattling our wooden doorframe, and moving on further down 
the hall. 

| whispered, “I love you” into Raven’s ear and climbed out of the 
sturdy bed. My clothes were still coated in a hellish ink. There was a 
river nearby that should suffice. 

“Lord Storm, good morning,” said Colonel Reno from his chair in the 
Twin Fountains’ largely empty dining room. Somewhere in the night, I’d 


been promoted in the man’s eyes. 

Though he lacked sleep, the colonel was in a better mood. His 
mission had gone vastly better than expected. Fuga Recon still held 
the town of Kyserville, and reinforcements should be arriving later with 
the day. The surrounding forest was quiet, and the cursed pall had 
backed off a bit more to the north. 

“Colonel, care to join me in the river? | feel the need to wash away 
my filth.” 

“| can see that’s the case, Wind Catcher. | will leave you to it.” 

Wind Catcher. Where had | heard that before? 

Hicks and Gunner stood by the inn’s fountain. There was only one 
in the courtyard, which struck me as odd. | waved and walked off. 

The Akio River flowed down from the Everest Mountains, its source 
far to the northeast. The cold bite of its water jolted me fully awake as | 
waded into the slow-moving current. On the near bank, a shadow-cat 
hung upon the branch of a giant oak, watching me bathe and rinse out 
my clothes. 

Sorrow stuttered with a hiss from its perch. 

“What?” | said. “The water’s cold.” 

It had been a distraction, not a cutting comment. Raven tackled me 
from behind, driving us both fully into the glacial water. She screamed 
something unintelligible in my ear. | wrestled her, holding her at arm’s 
length, trying to sort out the sudden attack. 

She burst with laughter, sputtering and pointing to my clothes, 
which were floating away downstream. 

“Evil woman,” | countered, dunking her in the river. 

We held each other close in an attempt to fight off the unforgiving 
chill of the water. We finally surrendered and climbed out, shivering 
together on the bank. 

“| had to make sure you were clean,” she remarked. “You were 
looking awfully dirty last night.” 

| kissed her again. “What do you think now?” 

“Better.” Her smile started to warm me up. 

“Definitely better,” another voice spoke from higher up the bank. 

“Hart, would you like to come down here and see for yourself?” | 
chuckled. 


Hart backed away. “You are an evil man. Do you think | can’t smell 
the frost in that river?” 

| shivered at her comment. “Was | that bad last night?” 

“| was scared,” she replied. “I’m sorry. | couldn’t—” 

| cut her off, “Hart, | love you, and nothing will change that. It’s OK 
to be afraid of me. The Divine knows everyone else is.” 

Shocked faces blinked all around me. 

| think | must have skipped a step, my candidness throwing 
everyone in the river. “What?” | said. 

Sorrow leaped to the ground and nudged me before loping off into 
the trees, distracting everyone from the uncomfortable pause that 
lingered. 

Frustrated, | decided to move on with my day. “Sevin, would you 
please bring me a fresh set of clothes. My current ones will need some 
time to dry if | can find them.” 

The smell of breakfast carried lightly on the wind. Having only dry 
boots and a pile of armor, | began to hunt downstream for my wet 
pants. That’s when | found the body, a Recon trooper, mostly 
submerged along the riverbank. His face had been slashed, and his 
head was caved in on one side. The force of the blows had bent the 
man’s neck beyond normal ranges. It was certainly a quick death, but 
not so for the rest of us. 

HHH 

We all sat in the dining room. 

The talkative innkeeper, a former Recon trooper named Gilly Baker, 
had brought out coffee and fresh-baked fare from his ovens. He took 
pride in his service to his Recon brothers and even bragged about the 
sturdy beds built by his former sergeant. They weren't bad for a frontier 
town and certainly large enough for three, but this isn’t that kind of 
story. 

“You can’t take war personally,” the colonel repeated. “You broke 
the enemy’s hold on this town, saving us a key foothold in the valley, 
but the war is far from over. Don’t throw it away.” 

The body that I’d found this morning was a Hollen trooper, one of 
Major Na’am’s men. His sandy complexion and dark hair were a 
common sight in the Steppe. 


Ram’s whole section, fresh from the road, had been sent north the 
day before on a mission to thwart the wolves and secure the town of 
Lonett. Ram was familiar with the Akio Valley, having earned his first 
kill here as a raw recruit in the Short War. Unfortunately, yesterday, the 
Horde had followed the trail of the Black Wind down to Kyserville, and 
no one in the Hollen section had returned except for dead Recon 
Trooper Glendon Keels. 

As was often the case, | was beside myself. The argument with 
Colonel Reno had gone in a circle. Being down to less than a hundred 
men, Reno was adamant that | stay and help defend Kyserville, at 
least until reinforcements arrived. | intended to push upriver as soon as 
breakfast was complete. 

“What is a Wind Catcher?” | asked. 

Colonel Reno sighed, “An old Fuga myth. A spirit that catches the 
Black Wind and turns it upon our enemies.” 

“A ghost?” 

“Maybe, why?” 

“He prefers the poetic,” Hart explained. “He’s guided by it.” 

| thought Hart might break down at any moment, her anxiety already 
at a peak. She knew what | was going to do. 

“Captain Hartwell, you have command of Company Storm. Please 
work with Colonel Reno to defend Kyserville until the expected Fuga 
reinforcements arrive. Then revert to standing orders. Raven and | 
have our honeymoon to attend upriver. Sorrow will follow us.” 

“It won’t be that bad,” Raven quipped. 

| smiled, “Just wait until you know what | have in mind.” 


Chapter 16 


Upriver 


The horses were saddled, four of them now. Yseria and Andarion 
were coming with us as bodyguards should, and that was that. A 
chaperon for our honeymoon? What sort of trouble could | get into? 

Don’t answer that. 

‘Vigil, do you think this is wise?” Juno’s wisdom never faltered, 
making his job that much harder. 

“Nothing wise about this,” | replied. “Il was in the Dungarr and saw 
what happened to their prisoners. My brother Ram is out there, and | 
need to bring him and his men home.” 

Juno frowned, still a skeptic. 

“We'll be attacking in broad daylight when the Hellions are at their 
weakest,” | assured him. “The numbers around Lonett seem to be 
about the same as they were in Kyserville last night.” 

“He’s not worried that you'll fail to kill all the demons but that you'll 
kill all the demons.” Hart was my inquisitor for a reason. 

“Oh,” | said. 

Raven nodded, taking my sister’s side in the matter. 

“Hart, remember what | said earlier. It will be OK.” | needed to get 
underway. 

| went around and shook hands with all my sentinels. Lastly, | 
hugged my sister Hart, taking advantage of a moment of clarity. 

“Sister, you will know when it’s time to chase me down,” | smiled. 
“But don’t be too fast. We both know that Raven has a thing for me.” 

“Sure, but do you have a thing for her?” Yseria, the evil one, was 
never one to miss an opportunity. It was a low remark by any measure. 


“Keil, please hit me now for whatever | do to Yseria later.” 

“A threesome? Sorry, but I’m not into that.” Keil finally shattered the 
group’s anxiety, garnering a good laugh. 

Captain Hartwell didn’t join in. 

| noticed. “Juno, why would the Nantines surround the Fuga towns 
and presumably the forts but not destroy them outright?” 

Juno Hartwell was clever. It didn’t take him long to sort it. “They’re 
prisons. It gives them a ready supply of victims to sacrifice for creating 
more demons.” 

“Also, those humans trapped within each town feed the growing 
Horde while the Nantines are off somewhere trading with their dark 
god for even more Hellions,” | explained. “The Black Wind spreads the 
seeds of darkness, and the demons of the Horde feed off the fear and 
sadness that grows around them. When the Fuga Army arrives, make 
sure they know what’s going on. Every patrol they send upriver can 
become fodder for the Nantine’s Infernal vanguard.” 

“But how would the Nantine Army advance? Wouldn’t they have the 
same problem with the demons,” said Hicks. 

“They must have a key for control and a few Hell-knights to move all 
the demons forward ahead of their Army once they’re ready, similar to 
the Dungarr Horde, only larger. Assuming each populated site in the 
Akio Valley has a similar piece of the Horde, the combined mass would 
be costly to stop once the Hell-knights got it going.” 

Hicks saw it first, “So, you’re going to destroy all the lesser Hordes 
while they’re still soread out, headless, and vulnerable. Who will take 
care of the hell-cave and its altar when you reach the end of your 
path? | mean, how will you still be around at that point?” 

Feth. 

Hart didn’t say a word, but | knew the dread that she was feeling. 
Raven stood by me with her arms crossed. She still carried Sorrow, my 
fang-blade, in case the Black got the upper hand. There was a strong 
possibility that it could help bring me back. 

Today’s run upriver would be a challenge. After Lonett and South 
Fort, we’d find the town of Tasko and then North Fort, a good forty 
miles from where we stood. The distance didn’t concern me as much 
as how | would handle the Mad Black as we destroyed the hungry 


demons in between. 

The Infernal title of Firefanged that I'd inherited allowed me to 
consume the poisonous dark energy of the demons that | killed, filling 
me with a rage that made me even more lethal on the field of battle. 
Exceeding my unknown limits of destruction drove me insane and 
allowed my exiled demon’s soul to emerge. One fledgling horde was 
enough to push me to the edge last night. How would | handle two, let 
alone four, in a single day? 

Feth. 

“Captain Hartwell, I've reconsidered. At midday today, whether the 
Fuga relief column shows up or not, Storm Company will advance up 
the Akio River road, but no farther than the Fuga’s South Fort. It’s 
about twenty miles north of here, almost mid-valley, and | expect the 
road to be clear. | will try to leave word for you there, but please do 
whatever you deem necessary.” 

As we mounted up and rode away, | didn’t look back. As with any 
good compromise, neither side came away happy with the result. 

HH 

When it comes to being a vigil, doing what’s necessary can destroy 
your soul faster than the Black. | was sure of that now. We’d found 
another body, a Hollen Recon trooper, splayed along the riverbank. 
The river town of Lonett was only two miles away, and the hunger of 
the sedentary Horde stationed around it polluted my senses. The 
demons had scattered more broadly on the south side of the town as if 
drawn there, and | couldn’t find evidence of anything living behind the 
small frontier city’s walls. 

“It seems a bit quiet in there,” | said. “Too quiet.” 

The Wolves of Summer had arrived unexpectedly a few weeks ago, 
ranging up and down the Akio Valley, bottling up many of the residents 
within the few riverside towns. Add in Ram’s Recon section, and | 
should have felt the ebb and flow of the living by now. 

My objectives for the day were to find Ram and destroy the loitering 
Hordes. My final goal was to remain present so that | could continue to 
follow the menacing path of the Black Wind back to its source. I’d been 
wrestling with an option that seemed promising. It was a terrible option, 
mean, conniving, and low, but it might work. 


“What's wrong?” Rae knew something was up as we let our horses 
drink from the river. 

| pulled a leather pouch from my pack. Only Andy and | knew that it 
contained the golden talismans of a King and Queen of Bastian, relics 
far beyond the silver ones that adorned the necks of their children and 
cousins. 

| was feeling uncertain, perhaps a result of the black cloud we were 
under with the Lonett Horde being so near, but more likely due to my 
self-inflicted guilt. Just considering the idea had wrecked my peace of 
mind, and | needed some final closure on the matter. Andy knew my 
predicament. My surprise Royal wedding to Raven had led us to 
discuss it at length. 

The pair of golden amulets would join another House forever into 
the ruling line of Ylamil. King Ylamil of Bastian and his wife had worn 
these. The connection they produced wasn’t subtle but something 
magical that transcended bloodlines and engendered both respect and 
duty to the Royal House of Bastian. It founded a permanent marriage 
of souls to each other and House Ylamil for as long as each bearer 
lived. They'd been a gift to me for conquering a Hell-cave near Bastian 
and certainly more than a simple showing of gratitude by the elven 
King. The commitment they required was vast and beyond my 
comprehension at the time, so I’d hidden the amulets away for a 
darker day. 

With the strength of Raven’s heart, | knew she held the 
counterbalance that | needed to remain whole. Using the relics should 
help keep my Black half at bay. Instead of feeling relieved at the idea, | 
wanted to throw myself into the chilly Akio River. Raven was already 
my queen, and nothing would change that. To exploit her heart and her 
family’s deepest magic, using it for reasons other than it was intended, 
would be an insult to everyone. 

“Please take this,” | said to Andy, handing him the leather-wrapped 
pouch. “Keep it safe for us, for when | return.” 

Andy nodded and tied the pouch around his neck, a thing too 
precious to guard in any other way. He was Raven's cousin, an Ylamil 
himself. 

“| realize that | may have erred this morning in my candidness with 


Hart,” | said to everyone present. “I had failed to share my deeper love 
for Raven openly before then, and | want you all to witness that | do 
love her, here and now, before the day’s work takes its toll.” 

Raven leaned in close, and | breathed in her scent, roses with 
myrrh. She was my princess to the core. 

Andy smiled, sharing his approval, “The ghost has spoken.” 

“Let’s follow the riverbank and see if we find any more signs of the 
Hollen section,” | suggested. “Yseria, please take charge of our horses 
when the time comes. Andy will cover you on foot. Rae, Sorrow, and | 
will advance around the outside of Lonett and try to catch the Hellions 
napping.” 

As far as | knew, demons didn’t sleep, but they were relatively 
sluggish in the harsh light of day, their senses dulled by the sun’s 
energy. It was something to hang one’s glaive on. 

“Dismount when | do,” | said, “Let’s get this over with.” 

HHH 

The second battle for Lonett was as furious as the first, spanning 
the forest below the southern wall and reaching within the town itself. 
Once we’d engaged the first demons, an earlier battle suddenly 
became apparent, strewn across the road and the woods around us. 
Demons and men lay dismembered everywhere, with the Hollen 
Recon section having taken the worst of it by far. A second Horde had 
been passing the town, heading south, when Ram and his troopers 
arrived. A mix of more than a hundred demons had overrun the town 
and the forty Fuga soldiers. Half of those Hellions had continued down 
the road to encircle and feast on Kyserville. 

| fought the demons and the Fuga Recon uniforms at the same 
time, feeling terrified that one would be wearing the face of Major Ram 
Na’am. Every dead soldier that | found was another slap, yanking me 
back to the present; my attention was constantly split between the fury 
and the shock. 

We slew the last of the fiends in the town’s small square. A pair of 
spider-demons, supreme in their cunning, had laid an ambush. One 
launched itself out of the town’s well as its partner dropped on us from 
the roof of the general store. Exile dispatched one Hell-spider before 
any of its ten legs could reach the ground while Yseria intercepted the 


second as it emerged from below. She’d had a bad history with these 
sorts of demons, one of great personal loss, and her anger matched 
mine as she cut it apart, one hairy leg at a time. 

The pall faded from the southern Akio Valley as the corpses of 
dozens of Infernal interlopers began to melt into the ground. They’d be 
completely gone in a matter of days. Nothing stirred in Lonett; even the 
wind had fled. | was becoming desperate as we searched for survivors 
in the midday sun. 

At last, it was Sorrow that found him and his remaining men. We 
had to talk them down from the loft of a pole barn near the river. The 
men were in shock, all four of them mentally drained and dehydrated 
as they finally shimmied down a rope. Ram’s body lay on the floor, 
barely inside the large door. He’d bled out from a horrid gash across 
his thigh, still holding his saber, dead for most of a day. He’d been my 
brother for less than a week. 

Ram still wore the brown silk scarf that his sister had given him on 
his recent birthday in Maidenhall. He’d tied it around his leg, attempting 
to stem the bleeding, but the damage had been too severe. | untied the 
deeply stained scarf and looped it around my neck. The subtle hum of 
gentleness, courage, and duty echoed in my mind—an exceptional 
relic. 

“He didn’t die alone,” said Trooper Gale. “The colonel was with 
him.” 

“Colonel Reno?” | asked, completely puzzled. 

“No, but a Recon man for sure. We all saw him sitting down there 
with Ram in the late afternoon. They were happy, laughing together, 
talking about a new son.” 

An image flashed into my head from the night before. 

“Was he a tall Steppe man with a neat mustache?” 

“That's him,” said Gale. “We called down to the colonel, but he 
ignored us.” 

“Did Ram leave any message for his family? For his sister?” 

All of the Hollen Recon section had met Tila Na’am and knew how 
important she was to her brother. 

“Oddly, he didn’t mention her, but he told us to sit still and wait for 
his brother to arrive. He said that the Wind Catcher would make things 


right.” 

| turned away. My eyes ached, and the day was still young. My 
heart began to hear a different tune, a funeral dirge calling in the 
distance. 

“What do we do?” said Trooper Gale. 

“Bring the Major's body to the square and open the gates. When 
she arrives, tell Tila Na’am that it’s time to catch the storm she’s been 
chasing and that she better be quick about it.” 


Chapter 17 
Catching the Wind 


Daur needed to run, so | let him, chasing Sorrow up the road to 
South Fort. Lonett was a ghost town, calling me to stay, but the faces 
of Tila and Lynda would be more than | could bear. Instead, | grasped 
the smile of Ram, his rejoicing at my arrival in Kyserville with his uncle 
Hilo hovering at his shoulder. Hilka had never been lost, only waiting. 

The next Horde sat astride a smoking ruin. The fort and the wagon 
bridge that it had guarded were reduced to smoldering rubble, thick 
black smoke rising over each. The garrison’s bodies lay everywhere, 
but especially near the gutted bridge where the Fuga captain had led a 
sortie to destroy it. The man’s headless body lay upon the road, ten 
yards short of the burned-out structure, and | hoped that he’d lived 
long enough to realize his success. The entire garrison had traded 
their lives and their post for a dozen dead demons and a chance to 
slow the Nantine invasion. 

How long had they been cut off from reality? How long had the 
Black Wind roared through the garrison captain’s mind before such a 
brave and desperate move became his best and only option? 

Vengeance straddles the gray, like my soul, a door between reality 
and unreality. The rending that we provided to the remaining demons 
was a Suitable correction for the Unreal entities feasting upon our 
world. Still trying to bar the door to my own hungry and dangerous 
interloper, | meted out a swift end to South Fort’s trespassers, those 
Infernal children of chaos. 

This foreign border war had fed my inner warlord, and by the end of 
the melee, Sorrow had me pinned to the ground as Raven bit into my 


ear. The pain was delicious. 

“Can | try?” said Yseria, earning the dark elf a pair of determined 
growls. She didn’t know what lay at the bottom of the pile. 

“I’ve got a second ear,” | said. My offer earned me even more pain. 

We had reached a stalemate in our negotiations. The walls between 
souls had blackened and crumbled, letting me in. Good for him. It was 
my war now. 

“What should we do?” Andarion had felt it, a dark threat. He pulled 
Yseria back a step. 

Yser wasn’t helping. She smelled good. Not like before, that’s for 
sure. 

“Can't you feel it?” | asked, hiding behind a broken voice. “The 
Black Wind.” 

Andy stared, uncertainty forming on his brow. “What about it?” 

“It's moving south again. Now, how could that be?” | replied. “Let 
me up, and I'll show you.” 

More growls let me know that that wasn’t going to happen. 

“OK, OK. I'll clue you in. Tasko is the next town, only a few miles 
north of here. A sizable town with a sizable Horde that tripled in size 
while we destroyed this one. | can feel the three Hell-knights working 
from here. The Nantine’s Horde has fully formed and begun seeding a 
path southward with its cosmic Black rain.” 

| basked in their uncertainty and despair, soaking it in. “What will 
those Fuga Wind Chasers think?” | laughed, happy for the suitably 
wicked sounding rasp of my lesser half. “I bet they’re vomiting all over 
themselves as the Black Wind whips back into their faces.” 

Never chase what you can’t catch, and never catch what you can’t 
hold. 

Andy grasped it first. “You have a plan?” 

“Of course, but be happy that it doesn’t include you,” | pouted. 
“Yseria, on the other hand, we could take turns exchanging beauty 
marks.” | remain locked firmly in place. My unlovely banter wasn’t 
getting me anywhere. 

A dark fang pressed down upon my neck as Raven released her 
bite. “How many demons are in the next Horde?” she asked. 

“Would two hundred Hellspawn be interesting to you? | find it 


intriguing. Run now, and you might have time to evacuate the valley, at 
least those south of here.” 

The rain continued to fall on my mind, and a river flowed nearby. 

“Yseria, Andy, do that,” Raven ordered. “Go.” 

We waited for them to ride off, and Raven was right. It was safer 
this way. The Fuga forces weren't ready to face the Horde, even if it 
had ended up being a tad smaller than what the Nantines had 
originally planned. 

“Now, if you'll let me up,” | said, looking deeply into her soulful gray 
eyes. “So good to see you here. Sisters will be a first for me.” 

Kjaira were Hell’s assassins, a faction of death-demons honed over 
millennia. Born in broods of six to Queen Lis-Xiana, they were the 
bane of many an Infernal House. Rei-Seeck and Fei-Krull existed in 
the Outer Domain through related circumstances. Fei-Krull, or Fifth 
Claw, died at the hands of Firefanged one special northern night in 
Colivar, and somehow its soul stuck around. We called her Sorrow 
now. Her brood sister, Rei-Seeck, meaning Last Sorrow, had become 
the last of her brood in the Infernal Domain and was sent into Exile in 
the Outer Domain before she could go insane. Nothing could be more 
dangerous than an uncontrolled Kjaira. | kept this in mind as we rode 
north into the heart of the Black Wind, wearing the blood of South 
Fort’s dead host. It was a short trip, and it almost felt like home. 

“There are three knights. You each get one. Leave the last standing 
for me,” | reiterated my companions’ mission. “Ignore the Horde. It has 
halted for the moment, feeding on the fear and despair within Tasko, 
growing stronger for the push south into Fugaku.” 

Hell-knights were the alphas of any Infernal Horde. They carried the 
cohesive power—the Black Wind that gathered and drove the lesser 
demons forward in a semi-coordinated mass of horns, fangs, and 
claws. Eliminate all of the Hell-knights, and the fiends were unleashed, 
scattering to all corners of the map in search of easier targets than 
whatever took down the alpha demons. In the Infernal Domain, Kjaira 
demons were often employed to remove these generals from the field 
as a precursor to any battle of significance. | had every confidence 
they’d act effectively here in the Outer Domain. 

Infernal Hordes in the Outer Domain differed from those in the 


Infernal Domain in one key aspect. The armies in Hell were assembled 
and driven by immortal Houses and their Infernal warlords, arch- 
demons that vied for influence over the Reality that materialized each 
Cycle, a contest set in motion by the High Prince himself. We raised 
and recruited Hell-knights by the bushel. They did our bidding. 

Welcome to my world. 

The gods of the Outer Domain were enticingly hands-off, and as 
such, the major Houses and beings of the Infernal Cycle weren’t 
allowed to travel beyond the confines of Hell. Firefanged, a gift of the 
High Prince, was a special form of exile where my Infernal House of 
War was held in Limbo while my second soul existed here. We had a 
connection, and | could use it. Him, not so much, but his fight against 
the trespassing Hordes kept me fed with all the dark energy | could 
ever want. It would serve me well as | waited for the Cycle to turn, but | 
couldn’t pass up a war. Could you? I'd help myself out on his home turf 
while | had the chance, knowing that it wouldn’t last long. Our wars 
never do. 

Tasko was a large, timber-walled town, at least an equal to 
Kyserville. Its position in the center of the valley drew merchants and 
traders from both sides of the Everest range during friendlier times, 
and it hosted several inns and livestock pens. 

We rode through Tasko’s south gate without challenge. None would 
dare. Leaving our horses tied to the first post we found, | strolled 
through the town on my way to meet the enemy. The death-demons at 
my side disappeared, but the one on my lower back remained. It had 
been a fair trade. 

The Hell-knights stood like statues in the middle of Tasko’s town 
square, bracketing a wretched man in filthy rags. He was the Contract 
holder, the key that guaranteed the Horde would do the Nantine’s 
bidding. The rags mirrored the man’s soul, which had been eaten away 
by the gifts of an Infernal House of Pestilence, and as unpleasant as it 
sounds, | wanted a closer whiff to discern his true backer. 

A large pen off to my left leaked the stench of hundreds, forlorn 
Fuga citizens, each placid and suffocating beneath the presence of the 
Infernal pall that blanketed the town. Anything would have smelled 
better than that wretched horde of humanity, stewing in their 


desperation. 

| stopped at the edge of the barricade to drink it in and saw a great 
many familiar uniforms from the Fuga Recon and Army Corps 
scattered among the men, women, and children. Many were injured, 
some seriously, some dead. The smell of the long-dead bodies offered 
a heart-felt reminder of home, even if I'd had to borrow the heart to 
know. 

Resuming my path, | breathed deeply, trying to study the focused 
cloud of Pestilence brought forth by the Contract holder, the knights, 
and their pretty pockets of chaos. 

A soldier stood up inside the pen and walked to the fence—the 
dividing line between Reality and Unreality in this corner of the world. 
He shouted even though we were but a short distance apart, “Who the 
feth are you? How do you walk among them?” 

My ear bled. | halted and pointed to my chest. 

“Yes, you!” he spat. 

The man wore the uniform of the Fuga Army, surely a sergeant of 
some sort by the courageous volume of his voice. | couldn’t match it. | 
didn’t try. 

| asked politely, “You’re name and billing, Sergeant?” 

He replied and even saluted, “Tyne of Fort North.” 

“Tyne of Fort North, in a few moments, you will become the new 
mayor of Tasko. Be ready and keep everyone in the pen until the 
Horde has completely left the city. Short lives are at stake.” 

“Who the feth are you?” he bellowed again. 

“Didn't | answer that already?” | replied quietly. “| am the Storm 
Lord. Now, see to your duty.” 

| had been devouring the plentiful, Pestilent Black all morning and 
was brimming with power as | approached the three Hell-knights. This 
close, Prince Kasaval had nowhere to hide the signature of his unique 
stink. He’d been allowing his barons to run amok with their plans in 
Colivar while the prince had kept a low-profile deal going the whole 
time with Niantia. Kasaval had had a reputation for hiring the best 
generals, right up until I’d cut off all their heads at the Infernal Battle of 
the Black Sands. His choice of Hell-knights here should be superb. 

“Name yourselves,” | ordered, dragging my fang-dagger coarsely 


across the cheek of the Contract holder as he babbled on without my 
permission. 

It took a moment for the disease that held the key in place to 
dissolve in a great cloud of smoke. As the filthy man fell, riddled and 
lifeless on the ground, the Hell-knights watched with curiosity. They 
were paid to follow, and two of them did just that, following the fetid 
man down to the ground, sent home by the Ta/on and fangs of my 
Kjaira companions. Why control three when one will suffice? 

“Kol’rigan, Lord,” said the third, aptly named Legion’s End. 

| drew my glaive. Exile was a gift from the High Prince himself. An 
imbued token of Firefanged. 

“Am | recognized?” | rasped. 

“Yes, Lord. What is your bidding?” 

With the key destroyed, the Horde’s direction was suddenly up for 
grabs. 

“Where did you cross?” 

“At the Quarry, northeast of the northern Fuga fort.” 

A quarry was a fine place for the altar, remote and difficult to detect. 

“Good. We have another threat to address. Turn north and march. 
The Horde will cross the bridge at the northern Fort and hold there. 
Defend the bridge against any forces coming down from Niantia. | will 
follow and provide you with further orders tomorrow.” 

“Yes, Lord.” 

| stepped back and watched the knight turn. He pulled the focus of 
the Black Wind with him, a wave rolling back over us. It would soon be 
flowing deep into Niantia as the Horde followed new orders and began 
its march north. 

| stood motionless, a statue of triumph measuring the Horde’s 
progress, and | couldn’t help but think that | was the Wind Catcher 
after all. Tomorrow would be one Hell of a bloody day unless a storm 
catcher arrived to put things right. As such, we wouldn’t tarry further in 
Tasko. 

A loud voice squawked behind me, “What do we fethin’ do now, 
Sir?” 

“Mayor Tyne of Tasko, the road south is open, but | would suggest 
remaining here to tend to the many that suffer. Round up the troops, fill 


up the inns, check the wells for clean water, that sort of thing.” 

“| need to send for help, Lord, and we don’t have any horses.” 

“Mayor Tyne, a strong message has been sent. Help will be here by 
the end of the day, tomorrow at the latest. Now, | must follow my 
sheep home.” 

“You’re heading north?” he asked. 

“With the Wind,” | nodded—a better shade of Black. 

The Mayor continued to plead, “Captain Wayan of Fort North needs 
to know that I’m here. He’s not a strong man. | fear he may fold.” 

The blackened husk of South Fort still smoldered a few miles to the 
south. | was sure Tyne had surmised its fate. 

“| will do what | can in the matter,” | promised. “Be assured that your 
troubles will soon be over.” 
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We’d gathered our horses. The road and the dark shepherd guided 
the Horde northward into twilight. Ten miles separated Tasko and the 
North Fort, and it gave me time to plan. It would take the better part of 
a day for the Horde to travel from North Fort to the Nantine Citadel, the 
walled city at the far end of the valley. If they left tomorrow morning, 
they’d arrive in time for a surprise attack in the middle of the night. The 
Citadel might be waiting for them, but Kol’rigan would know his 
business, and the Horde, attacking as one at midnight, would be 
formidable. 

The shock of it alone would be worth it, and the carnage would 
provide all that | needed to be reborn in this lesser domain. A House of 
Pestilence had planted the seed of Chaos, but it would be a House of 
War that watered it with blood and reaped its fury to reign upon the 
land. Such was the gift of Firefanged, and my weaker soul be damned. 

“Tomorrow, we will end the war. The Nantines will pay dearly for 
their misguided devilry,” | boasted to Raven. 

Her fatigue showed through, her mask slipping as she rode beside 
me. “We need to rest,” she said. “I need to rest, and you mustn’t leave 
me alone.” 

“Not for one second. Perhaps the North Fort will offer us a bed. Our 
honeymoon is almost over, and we haven't celebrated it properly.” 


Chapter 18 


Tracking the Storm 


Sometime in the night, the monsters had disappeared, and the 
forest rested. The invisible, soul-sucking storm that had lashed the fort 
for days had subsided to a lingering psychic drizzle. Beneath the black 
cloud, a stunted hope remained. 

The captain asked his second, “What do you think it means? The 
guard shift swears that the beasts moved to the south shortly after 
midnight, in numbers even greater than before.” 

“The Nantine offensive has begun,” Drake replied. “We should 
begin scouting for their vanguard’s forces or try making contact with 
our own.” 

The captain didn’t like either idea. He’d already lost one sergeant 
doing that. 

“| could swim across the Akio with my new horse and ride south,” 
Drake pressed on. “I’d keep the river between the beasts and me.” 

Sergeant Drake was a Recon man at heart. He loathed the garrison 
duty and the responsibility that the captain had laid upon his grieving 
shoulders. A day outside the walls, a chance to be alone with his own 
thoughts, would do him a world of good. He could scream without 
anyone hearing his pent-up anguish. 

“And go where?” Wayan replied. “You'd risk your life, getting little in 
return.” 

“It would do Riker some good to get the exercise. How about | stick 
to the road and see how far south we can get.” 

He’d named the horse, breaking every rule in his book by doing so. 
It had seemed like the thing to do, giving himself a name besides 


‘Becks’ to recall. 

The captain gave it some thought. “I will agree on the condition that 
you return by dusk, and that is an order. I'll expect you to share every 
moment of your glorious ride with me when you get back.” 

Drake circled the fort, checking for any signs of lingering beasts. 
The forest was clear, so he turned south onto the road and brought 
Riker through all of its paces from a walk to a trot to an all-out gallop, 
using the bone-weary tone of his voice to drive the animal forward. The 
dry, clear day and the cool breeze off the eastern mountains helped 
blow the black dust from his brain and heightened his senses. 

The Horde had certainly moved south, parallel to the river road. The 
strange tracks, a couple of hundred different shapes, were 
everywhere, and all of them were heading in one direction, away from 
Fuga Fort North. He followed them for as long as he could. 

For a scout, the one shortcoming of a river valley was the flatness 
of the bottomland. His vision was limited to the next turn of the road 
through the thick stands of trees, and he found himself pushing higher 
and higher into the eastern hills to get a more distant view. The terrain 
was rough, matching his hillside home’s backyard, and while that 
should have been comforting, it also meant that it would be tougher to 
turn his horse loose for a frantic retreat if things turned sour. 

Sticking to an old smuggler’s trail, he finally reached a patch of clear 
ground overlooking Tasko, maybe a mile distant. The town seemed 
almost normal, if not too quiet, and the walls still stood. Far off in the 
distance on his left, black smoke marred the valley air. Drake 
wondered if Fort South had burned, and, if so, why not the clearly 
more vulnerable Tasko? 

The valley had been under siege for weeks, and with the enemy 
movement south, things seemed to be going from bad to worse. All 
signs pointed to a disaster for Fugaku and an end to its citizens in the 
Akio Valley. The thought left his stomach twisted into stubborn knots 
and forced him to reconsider his return to Fort North. 

Riker lifted his head and danced sideways, a nervous gesture for 
the horse. The forest had gone silent around him, prodding his mind to 
find someplace safe. A great evil had newly emerged in the distance, 
crowned by the black smoke of Fuga Fort South. The new presence 


forced Drake to reconsider his definition of worse, and not being one to 
hesitate, he spun his mount and began a dangerous run back toward 
the only safe spot he knew. As his horse finally regained the River 
Road and began galloping northward, Viren Drake lamented that he 
was simply riding back, deeper into his nightmare. 

HH 

The timing of it all was gut-wrenching. The Black Wind had reversed 
yet again and slammed down upon Tila Na’am until she bled from her 
nose and eyes. The body of her brother was being wrapped for 
transport southward as Fuga Cavalry Troopers poured into Lonett. On 
her word, the entire Fuga Army North had mobilized, and it looked like 
they might all be marching into a trap. Far on the horizon to the north, 
black smoke had been spotted. On top of that, the Vigil company was 
eager to chase Ara Storm deeper into the hellish pall that reigned over 
the central Akio Valley. 

How would she stand it? Feth, how could they? 

Juno Hartwell handed her a scarf, something to wipe away her 
bloody tears. “Tila, Trooper Gale was with your brother when he died. 
He’d like to speak with you.” 

Tila nodded. She’d never had any control of the situation anyway. 

Gale bowed. “My deepest condolences, Seer Na’am. Your brother 
meant the world to all of us, and | feel terrible to have survived him.” 

“Thank you, Trooper.” She coughed as she wiped her face. “Did my 
brother have any last words for his family?” 

It was a formality. The question held little value to Tila. She knew 
Ram’s thoughts better than anyone, and the recollection would never 
bring him back. 

“Only for his brother. The Major said that the Wind Catcher would 
make things right for us.” 

So that’s what he was, she thought. But if so, he’d let slip the winds 
of war. Tila prayed that he was still alive to catch it again. 

“Did the Major, by any chance, have a letter from his father on his 
person when he died?” 

Only Ram’s saber had accompanied the body, a valuable relic of his 
uncle Hilo’s time in the Recon Corps. 

“No chance of that; we never stopped anywhere long enough to 


receive it,” Gale replied. “But the Wind Catcher had a message for you. 
He sounded like a ghost when he spoke; his voice wasn’t right. He 
scared us all, but he told me to tell you that it was time to catch the 
storm that you’ve been chasing. He said that you’d better hurry.” 

Tila didn’t need any more urging at this point. “That’s all?” 

Gale nodded, taking his leave. 

Lynda would accompany Ram back home to Hollen. The remaining 
Recon troopers from Ram’s section, all seven of them, plus Keil 
Martell, would be her escort. 

For Tila, the path was clear. “Captain Juno, it seems that Vigil 
Storm has called me north most urgently. Instead of remaining here 
among the ghosts, | think it prudent that | ride with you.” 

“More than prudent,” the captain replied. 

Without further delay, accompanied by a squad of Fuga Cavalry, 
they began their chase in earnest, leaning hard into the lash of the 
mercurial Black Wind. 
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“Ara was here,” murmured Hart as black smoke drifted across the 
southern Akio feeder. 

The smoldering ruins of the bridge and Fuga Fort South 
accompanied hundreds of bodies, mostly Fuga garrison troops in the 
vicinity of the former bridge, but also dozens of black-blooded fiends, 
dead on Vigil Storm’s arrival. 

“He doesn’t mess around, does he?” Hicks quipped, voicing 
everyone’s thoughts. “Hart, do you think he’s gone by now?” 

The late afternoon breeze felt fresher. The Wind Catcher had 
certainly succeeded. After growing in force, the Black Wind had turned 
about yet again, and Tila had watched in relief as it withdrew into the 
distance. She’d never been this close to such a threat, never looked 
one in the eye, and kept on coming. She gripped the horn of her 
saddle, hiding the shake of her hands. A pair of Cavalry troopers were 
sent racing back toward Lonett and Kyserville. The Fuga advance had 
to resume immediately. 

Two riders emerged from the forest at their backs, a pair of dark 
elves. Their appearance confirmed Hart’s worst fears and answered 
Sentinel Hicks without a word being spoken. The soot-filled tears on 


Yseria’s face said it all. 
HEE 

Tasko wasn’t far, and the Vigil company’s clothes had barely dried 
as they trotted in through the open south gate. The town appeared 
almost normal, all the buildings were still standing, and Fuga troopers, 
filthy yet whole, watched the gates. Others were running about the 
town. A man barked orders in the town square. They’d heard the 
sound of his voice from outside the walls and followed it to the source. 

“Mayor Tyne of Tasko and North Fort at your service,” the man 
barked. “We’re in dire need of help here. Folks aren't right, what with 
the demons camping out and all, and we’ve got plenty of bodies to 
burn.” 

His army uniform was also in dire need of being burned, as were 
the clothes of most of the folks still standing in the town square. A line 
at the town well had formed, and a sad arrangement of bodies lay 
untended in the cattle pen nearby. Two Hell-knights, still present in 
their demise, smoldered side by side a short distance away. 

“I’m Captain Hartwell, and this is Seer Na’am. Who did that?” The 
captain pointed to the blackening carcasses. 

“The Storm Lord, of course. Didn’t you send him? And why didn’t he 
kill all three?” 

The last question jumped upon everyone’s mind and most of their 
stomachs. Mouths were suddenly dry. 

Captain Juno arrived there first. “There was a third Hell-knight?” 

“Yes, Sir. Umm, what branch are you with?” said Tyne. 

“He’s with me,” said Tila. “Fuga Intelligence, Hollen section. We’ve 
been tracking the Storm Lord all day. Any idea where he went?” 

“Fort North, with the whole Horde, at least two hundred fiends on 
his leash. He called ‘em his sheep, but they didn’t fethin’ look or smell 
like any sheep to me.” Tyne spat on the ground. He turned away and 
vomited for good measure. 

“He’s caught the Wind,” said Tila. “And still, he marches on. What 
road would he be following now?” 

“The only road that sheep follow would be the one to the 
slaughterhouse,” Hicks replied. “But we’re nowhere near Lockrun.” 

This smart comment set the rest of the Storm crew on edge. They’d 


seen and survived a similar move in the spring campaign only months 
before. Their scars were still fresh. 

Tyne offered his assessment, reading their expressions, “I take it 
that the Storm Lord has done this sort of thing before?” 

“Never on this scale,” Captain Hartwell replied. “Feth. And we’re on 
the wrong side of the Horde.” 

“How so? Il’d much rather be behind it,” said Tyne. “I mean, that was 
one scary man. He walked into the square and talked as if he owned 
the place, or soon would.” 

“He’s on his honeymoon,” said Sevin. “Does that sound like a man 
on his honeymoon?” 

Tyne looked them over, trying to find the hint to the joke as Hart 
began to sob. 

“He’s not all there, is he?” Tyne spoke in a quiet voice for once. 

“And he’s taken ownership of the Black Wind,” said Tila. “The one 
called War.” 

“What do we do?” Hicks asked. “We can’t intercept the Horde.” 

“We'd never reach Fort North before midnight, assuming it still 
stands.” Tila eyed the northern sky, searching for any sign of smoke as 
the day ran away from them. 

Captain Hartwell had his orders to follow now. “We'll leave the Fuga 
Cavalry here for Mayor Tyne. Tasko needs them more than we do. 
Inquisitor Hart will take command when we find him.” 

Hart nodded, praying that they'd have help. She loved her fellow 
sentinels and didn’t want to be the one that sent them all to Hell. 


Chapter 19 
The Night Finally Comes 


Both Drake and Wayan had felt the dark shift with the onset of the 
evening. The entire garrison had, and everyone had hoped it meant 
something else, anything else. With the door to the captain’s quarters 
left open, the Hell-ridden sounds outside Fort North had returned at an 
alarming rate. 

“Captain Marl was as tough as they come,” said Wayan. “Are you 
sure about Fort South?” 

A knock on the captain’s doorframe interrupted Drake’s reply. The 
pair's nightly ritual of bolstering each other’s sanity had kept the two 
men in check for the past week, but the captain was slipping along with 
the rest of the garrison. With the demons’ return, a black rain fell 
heavily on their minds, and the puddles were only getting deeper. 

“Trooper Rilo offers his respects, Captain. We have riders at the 
gate.” 

Perhaps another Nantine Major, thought Wayan. If so, he’d better 
surrender fast before Drake killed this one too. 

“With all this traffic, you’d think we were a brothel,” Captain Wayan 
quipped. “What in the Nine Hells do they want at this time of night?” 

In reality, the isolation had been torturous. Fort North had been 
magically transported to another world, the sights and sounds, the 
weather and smells, all alien to the Fuga soldiers in their prison along 
the Akio River. One way or the other, having someone pound on their 
gate in the middle of the night offered the men some hope of ending 
their hellish ordeal. Guarding the gate beside Rilo Tanika, Dagr shook, 
snarling and barking at the door. Drake’s wolfhound had had enough 


and wanted out. 

Captain Wayan and Sergeant Drake peered over the wall from the 
service walk up top. The oil-filled lamps above the gate illuminated a 
pair of riders, both looking as filthy and road-weary as their horses. For 
the second time in as many days, the night had gone quiet, except for 
the growls of Dagr below. 

A man and woman waited on horseback, wearing an interesting 
assortment of leather armor. The woman wore an exotic face, not 
entirely human. Fitting, Drake thought, more foreigners lost in these 
cursed woods. 

“lam Captain Wayan, and this is Sergeant Drake. What brings you 
to our door on a night such as this?” 

A screech peeled out nearby. It stopped abruptly, startling both men 
on the wall. The pair below, along with their horses, didn’t even seem 
to notice. 

“Sorrow,” hissed the man. “I can go no further.” 

After a moment, a monstrous black panther, a beast unknown in 
these parts, strolled to his side. Its eyes glowed red and flickered like a 
flame on the sill of an open window. The big cat held something 
unrecognizably vile in its gigantic jaws. It spat the huge mess onto the 
ground. 

“Feth,” whispered Drake, trying to comprehend the scene. 

“Fuga?” rasped the man below, a raw, suspicious tone in his voice. 
“| was led to believe this outpost lacked a sergeant. And considering 
the host of demons gathered nearby, I’m surprised a replacement has 
been found to fill the posting.” 

The officer held his own suspicions. Just like Major Riker, this man 
had traveled unscathed through the screen of supernatural threats that 
assailed everything in the Akio. 

“Demons,” Wayan spat. “More threats? More friends of yours, | 
see.” 

The man below laughed, a harsh sound echoing off the stone walls. 
“A Fuga colonel once told me that war was anything but personal. To 
think of friends or pine for comrades lost is most unfitting.” The strange 
man wrestled out his next words. “Demons are never friends, but they 
are often sheep.” 


He reached out to the woman at his side. She took the man’s hand 
with care and looked up. 

She, well, she carried herself as a princess might at the entrance to 
a ball with a razor blade in her shoe, Drake thought. 

The woman was spent yet held herself ready. “We’re not what you 
think. We’re here to support the garrison of Fort North if it’s still in 
Fugaku’s hands. We’ve come a long way and need to rest.” 

Drake couldn’t decide which of the two was crazier. Could he be 
dreaming? Was this all part of the same nightmare? The strange man 
was looking outward into the night now, and Drake could see the blood 
on his neck. Viren had seen more than his share of deception, but 
none of this was making any sense. 

Completely confused, the captain started over, “Who are you?” 

“My brother called me ‘Wind Catcher,’ though never again. I’m a 
ghost on my way to war. There will | be reborn.” 

Drake winced at the insanity of a burned-out mind. Perhaps these 
two had suffered the road through the Akio Cut, and this was the sad 
result. 

The woman sighed, “He’s killed enough for one day. He must rest.” 

“And who sent you?” Wayan sighed. He’d give anything for a 
straight answer or an end to this everlasting night. 

The man below offered another harsh laugh. “No one. Can’t you 
see we’re on our honeymoon? Have you not a bed?” 

“We rode upriver from Kyserville to turn the Black Wind. Colonel 
Reno wouldn’t sanction our departure.” The woman’s fatigue was 
evident, her story unfathomable. 

“The Black Wind is mine, and | will watch it destroy those Nantine 
fools,” the man declared. 

His horse danced. The woman was at the end of her rope. Drake 
had been watching her flinch at the man’s words. She was a prisoner. 

“You were in Kyserville?” said Drake. “With Reno?” 

“This morning,” she offered sadly. “The Fuga Recon has suffered 
terrible losses this week.” 

The pair had gone forty miles when no one could make it more than 
ten through this Divine forsaken valley. Drake had followed the Horde 
south. Could they have followed it back? 


“And why would we believe that?” Drake replied, tiring of the 
charade. 

“Your mate, Gilly Baker at the Twin Fountains, said that you would. 
He said that no matter how many beds you’ve built, you still owed him 
for the bolt he took in your stead,” the woman answered, proud that 
she could still remember the morning. “His freshly baked rolls are in my 
pack.” 

Gilly Baker’s oven was a legend in the Akio Valley. 

“Then you'd better toss them up,” Sergeant Drake responded, his 
mouth watering at the thought, however outrageous it was in the 
middle of Hell. 

The woman complied, and the smell from the wrapping alone 
brought tears to Drake’s eyes as he sniffed the rolls. He handed them 
to Captain Wayan for his edification. Drake reviewed the strange 
conversation, filtering out the man’s responses and only considering 
the woman's words. 

She’d spoken sincerely but with a desperation that required a lack 
of honesty. Drake dove into her eyes. 

“Is he safe?” The sergeant finally asked the right question. 

“Not in the least,” she said. “He wasn’t lying to you when he claimed 
to own the wind.” 

The black panther turned and sauntered off, back into the night, 
unseen. Drake took that as his cue, tapping the captain on the 
shoulder. 

“And which wind would that be?” the captain asked, stalling for time. 

The winds so far had been anything but kind, and the captain’s 
dreams of surrender had shattered with his first glance over the wall. 
The evil man’s face was an assault on reality, and Wayan found that 
he liked this visitor even less than the disdainful Major Riker. At least 
the Nantine Major was dead, putting him ahead on points. 

The man pointed north across the Akio feeder in reply. “That one,” 
he said. “Tomorrow, | will trade it for the Nantine Citadel.” 

The Citadel was a formidable city of many thousands. The Horde 
would find quite a feast if he succeeded. 

More riders arrived out of the night. 
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Viren Drake skirted the fort, running fast and low, coming around to 
the side of the dark rider. The sergeant had had days to sit and 
sharpen his combat knife as the Infernal menagerie outside waited and 
fed on the garrison’s waning souls. 

More horses were trotting up, distracting the evil that waited within 
the lamplight at the gate. 

Dagr was in the lead and caught sight of the man first, racing in, 
leaping to take the man down from his tall, black horse. 

Sprinting behind his canine companion, Drake was gauging where 
the man would fall and already beginning the arc of his lethal swing. 

Dagr cleared the empty saddle and tumbled to the ground, a wound 
scoring the dog’s flank. 

The tall black horse bolted away, leaving the evil man standing in 
front of the gate, a dagger in his hand, waiting for Drake to arrive. 

Viren hadn't seen the man move, but he could tell that the stranger 
struggled to remain upright. 

“He suffers the Black. A kindred soul,” the strange man rasped, 
almost wistful as he lunged. 

Viren knew the trick, blocking out the words, and the truth meant to 
bind him for a moment. He slashed across the empty space where the 
attack was sure to come, a ribbon of black flickering before his eyes in 
the lamplight. Somehow, Drake had figured it wrong. 

The dagger was in the man’s other hand, diving for Drake’s ear. 

Viren spun, dropping his head and throwing up his empty left hand 
to block the strike. His palm took the hit, and Viren’s large mitt grabbed 
hold of the dagger’s guard, not allowing it to recoil. The sergeant 
continued to turn, bringing his knife around low, hidden in the shadow 
of his body. 

The stranger had left himself wide open for the counterattack, and 
Viren Drake never hesitated, going straight for the kill. 

His arm stopped short, clamped in place by the jaws of a 
wolfhound, the scene seemingly frozen in time. 

The haunted man reached forward and slowly stroked the wiry hair 
on the dog’s head. 

Dagr didn’t move, but Drake felt the dog shift its weight gently into 
the other man’s side. The dog’s eyes glowed a ruinous red, staring 


deeply into Viren’s soul as a wisp of black smoke leaked from its 
mouth. 

“So nice to meet you, Viren Drake. Whatever you do, don’t let go of 
him.” The woman, beautiful and sad, waited calmly astride her horse. 

A shadow sailed through the air, clamping on the stranger's free 
arm, the weight of the cat knocking both men to the ground. The 
woman leaped from her saddle, landing on top of them all, biting into 
the vile man’s ear. 

“Sevin!” screamed another woman, a new arrival. 

More bodies piled on, and Viren found himself being dragged out 
from beneath it all. His palm still held the odd-looking dagger’s hilt; the 
point still jutted out the back of his hand. 

“Excuse me,” said an armor-laden soldier as he pulled the dagger 
out of Viren’s palm and handed it up to the woman. 

She frowned as she held the weapon. 

“Was that your dog?” she asked, sorting through the scene. 

“Until a moment ago,” said Drake. “Now, I’m not so sure.” 

“I’m Hart Storm,” she said. 

“Viren Drake, formerly of Fuga Recon.” 

“Do you promise not to hurt him, Mister Drake?” she asked. 

“Hurt whom?” 

“My brother.” The woman’s expression was a mirror of the sad 
princess. 

Drake looked at the pile, the evil man still buried at the bottom. He 
wanted to see how this ended. 

“OK, | promise.” 

Dagr finally let go of Viren’s arm and dove into the melee. 

“Who is he?” he asked as yet another woman approached, wearing 
the uniform of the Fuga Army. His tired mind buckled, half expecting to 
see Becks appear next. 

“He’s the Wind Catcher. We’ve been chasing him all day,” she said, 
noting the confusion on the sergeant’s face. “l am Seer Tila Na’am of 
Fuga Army North.” 

“Stand back, everyone. Sorrow has a hold,” shouted the other 
woman, Hart, still sitting upon her horse. “Sev, help me down.” 

Viren Drake remained where he was, not wanting to miss the on- 


going struggle. The spectacle was certainly more interesting than 
counting demon calls or losing at cards to Rilo every night. Drake 
wished the young man were at his side so that they could bet on who 
was in charge of this whole mess. 

“Don’t touch your knife,” the seer ordered. “Not until this is over.” 

Drake had already taken his shot, and somehow, he’d lost his dog 
and his black rage in the process. 

The Wind Catcher still struggled but was wearing down, his 
movements only causing him more injury at the fangs and teeth of his 
three adversaries. He appeared to be terrified, desperately trying to 
break free, and someone had lit him on fire, searing the flesh beneath 
his armor. Drake’s eyes began to water as he watched the ordeal. 

Axe-wielding men on horses had formed a defensive half-circle 
around the scene, their backs to the struggle, as if unable to look. 

The young woman, Hart, knelt and grabbed the crazy man’s wrist. 
She wept loudly, and blood ran from her nose, but the man finally 
calmed. Seer Na’am took hold of his other wrist, speaking to him softly, 
calling the Wind Catcher back. 

Now, another woman, years younger than the others, appeared, 
taking hold of Viren’s hand. Barely a teenager, she was way too young 
for the Akio in its current state, and she shouldn’t be here, seeing this. 
“Please,” she said to him, her hazel eyes begging for relief as she 
pulled him toward the battle of wills. 

Viren stared in disbelief, and pity filled his heart. 

A picture of Becks flashed behind Viren’s eyes, how she’d pushed 
and pulled him back to life. It was her determination, her intention, that 
he’d followed on that long path, right up until she’d been taken away. 
But he still walked the path, holding onto the thread of the gift she’d 
given him, following in the footsteps of a wayward Saint from the 
underside of Tannoo. 

“For Becks,” he whispered, and the girl nodded. Drake leaned down 
and put his hand on the man’s clammy forehead. 

Still pinned in place, the man looked up, struggling to speak as 
tears rolled from his eyes, “Hi, Cat.” 


Chapter 20 
Daybreak 


“The Black Wind has resumed its flow to the north, and the Horde is 
chasing it.” The seer explained her limited view of the situation from 
the rustic comfort of the Fuga captain’s quarters in Fort North. “We'll 
have to wait and see how it ends.” 

A battle had begun at dawn on the far side of the Akio feeder 
bridge. The Nantine Vanguard Army had arrived a mile north of the 
bridge and, having lost their screen of scouts, was surprised to find 
their path blocked and their lead units surrounded. 

With the Black Wind suddenly raging in their faces, confusion and 
fear slowed the Nantine troops as Kol’rigan’s demonic host emerged 
from the forest. The regiments, hemmed in front and back by their 
sister units, came apart as hundreds of demons shrieked and charged 
from both sides of the road. Entire units were destroyed before the 
Vanguard Army’s commanders could react with new orders, and by 
then, it was too late. 

Kol’rigan had planned the trap and used its limited resources to 
stunning perfection. The Hell-knight had received its early morning 
orders and been given a fortune in fury, more than enough fuel to drive 
the waiting Horde forward at speed through the floundering columns 
stacked along the River Road. 

The Nantines had expected a steady march down to the High Plains 
of Fugaku. Instead, they fell into the Horde’s trap and were devoured 
by an enemy they’d never been trained to face. The Nantine’s spears 
and bowmen lost a hundred men for each monster they managed to 
bring down, and the light infantry quickly routed in the face of such 


futility. Arrow-filled demons continued their assault, ignoring the 
piercing injuries as they brought havoc among the more lightly 
armored troops. The Nantine Cavalry carried heavy armor and swords 
strong enough to make a difference, but their horses balked and 
wouldn’t charge home. Instead, they threw their riders and dodged 
away into the forest, chased by howls and the screams of dying men. 

All too soon, orders became useless, and the Nantine soldiers 
simply fought for their lives and a way out of the nightmare. Routing 
units collided with others in their attempts to escape, and the Nantine 
Vanguard Army fully disintegrated into frantic, uncontrolled masses of 
men running in every direction. Fed by the frenzy and the soldiers’ 
rampant fear, the Horde didn’t tire, chasing down everything that still 
lived along the road. 

At the height of the Horde’s victory, with thousands of enemy 
troopers scattered and lifeless across the northern Akio Forest, 
Kol’rigan sank to the ground, prostrate in front of his warlord. A 
shadow cat rested in a tree close behind it, hoping for stragglers from 
either side to appear. 

Sorrow sat lightly in my right hand as | commended the Infernal 
general, “I can see that Prince Kasaval chose his knights well.” 

My darker half had finally fled, leaving me with a new sliver of 
Infernal Knowledge. Having been along for the ride most of the 
previous day, I’d eavesdropped on the warlord’s conversations and 
thoughts while his foot rested on my throat, and his soul elbowed its 
way through my being. With its forced departure, | had some house 
cleaning to do, starting with the Horde and its makers. 

Not far behind me, Storm Company sentinels guarded the bridge at 
North Fort, denying any wayward demons a trip south down the River 
Road. We preferred that the remaining Hellions take the easier route, 
northward into Niantia, and they’d already been given a solid nudge in 
that direction by Kol’rigan. As Wind Catcher, my role was to turn the 
Black Wind, and | did, forcing the Nantines to pay another price for the 
Horde they’d brought through the Veil. 

“Kasaval calls me home. The prince is most displeased with my 
performance,” said Kol’rigan. “Another key is already in the making.” 

The Nantine’s Infernal connections worked fast, already reacting 


less than a day since losing the last Contract holder. 

“My House will long remember your success,” | said. “What is the 
name of your sword?” 

“Hof,” the Hell-knight replied, ‘Home.’ 

“A message for the Prince: tell Kasaval that Firefanged will be 
waiting for his next visit.” 

“As you wish, though perhaps | could better serve you here in the 
Outer Domain.” 

“Your home would remain here to serve my House?” 

“Until given leave,” the knight replied. 

A demon incarnate was far too dangerous to leave alive, but their 
souls held an ancient intelligence and a dark power that could be 
invaluable to our cause. The souls lived on within their weapons, ready 
to be wielded in fury, or as was the case with Kjaira, would cling to a 
human heart, adding their dark power to the marbled souls within us. 

“My House accepts,” | said, sending Kol’rigan home with a piercing 
strike of Sorrow to the back of its head. 

The Hell-knight’s form slumped to the ground and began to 
smolder; the Horde was officially beheaded. A new key would have 
nothing to control unless Kasaval sent through another of his Hell- 
knight elites. | picked up the hellsword of Kol’rigan, hoping that the 
Prince of Pestilence would send me another like it. 

I'd learned the secret of the hellsword’s existence in our world. It 
was simply a matter of will on the Hell-knight’s part to follow the path 
set for them or choose a better one if it presented itself. In the past, 
they'd always chosen to return to the Infernal Domain, not having a 
suitable Power to serve on this side of the Veil, at least not until 
Firefanged had arrived. 

Prince Kasaval, the dark lord that had sent the Hellions through the 
Veil in the first place, would be paying the cost of their stay in our 
world, and | was glad to run up the tab. 

In the meantime, | had a war to end and a honeymoon to salvage. 
I'd have gone to this morning’s meeting alone if not for Sorrow tagging 
along while my better half got some well-earned sleep. After nearly 
destroying us both in a single day, | was pondering our future. 

I'd returned the wolfhound to its original state earlier that morning, 


reclaiming Sorrow for my own use. It’s not every day that a Kjaira gets 
to take down a Hell-knight, and from what | gather, they're a favorite 
mark of the Infernal Brood. 

Walking back across the bridge, | met my sentinels, their axes and 
shields still at the ready. Captain Hartwell stood behind them with his 
arms crossed. 

“What’s the password?” said Juno. He’d seen an unsettling amount 
of my dark side on this trip. 

| played it cool, hoisting the dark sword across my shoulders, 
“Legion’s End.” 

The sentinels all looked at each other, trying to figure out if that was 
the right answer or not. Juno seemed to be considering it. 

“Captain Hartwell, please remind me to resume training with the 
company as soon as we return to Maidenhall.” 

“Password accepted,” he smiled, getting plenty of agreement from 
the rest of the company. 

“Sevin, how is my sister?” 

Sevin Martell had done everything in his power to keep Inquisitor 
Hart Storm safe for the past year, and he loved her dearly. | spent 
most of my time terrifying Hart and pondering why Sevin didn’t hate me 
due to scenes like the one at the fort’s front gate. | needed to get over 
it. 

“As lovely as ever, Ara,” he replied. 

“And Inquisitor Storm?” | asked. 

“She’s resting. Still pale. Glad she had plenty of help.” 

“All of you, I’m sorry about last night. | will ask Hart to explain it all 
when she feels better.” 

“Why not explain it yourself, Vigil?” Juno Hartwell was my second 
for a good reason. 

| looked at their faces, men I'd fought for and respected, yet whom | 
couldn't talk with openly due to my position and poor choices. Where 
was Laila or Lynda Snow when | needed them? 

Finally, | took a step along a new path, one of many that needed to 
be taken, and leaned against the bridge’s sturdy timber railing. 

“Resolve is not a path,” | said, at last. “As a vigil, I’m worth my 
weight in resolve, and yet | find myself lost at the worst of times. | took 


this trip intending to rediscover my true path and take my first steps 
along it, but the Black Wind lured me elsewhere. My decisions are so 
twisted that | usually end up following the worst road that | can find, 
knowing that the enemy waits at the end and that | will get the job 
done, whatever it may cost.” 

Hicks jumped in, “Ara, have you reached the end yet?” Hicks knew 
me before my ascension to the rare and vaunted post of Vigil. 

“Almost.” 

“Hell-cave?” he replied with a knowing smile. 

“How’d you guess?” 

Hicks was one of the few team members to experience a Hell-cave 
once I'd cleared it out. The Infernal altars that enabled the demonic 
portals were always hidden underground to avoid detection and control 
access. 

| walked back to the Fort, stepping over the rotten, half-eaten body 
of a Nantine officer. The poor man was having a terrible day. He was 
missing his hat. 

Yseria waited at the North Fort gate. “You have a meeting with the 
captain.” 

“Don’t you mean that WE have a meeting?” | smiled. 

I'd kept Yser as far away from me as possible on our journey 
through the valley, knowing that I’d only hurt her, given a chance. The 
darkness divides and conquers, and the Black Wind of the Akio was 
like nothing I'd ever experienced before. 

Yser caught my arm and pulled me into a hug. “I’m glad you’re 
really back.” 

“| love you, too,” | whispered back, taking her arm in mine. “Now, 
have you seen my better half? | promise not to break her.” 

“Umm, about that. Well, | think Raven has a new boyfriend.” 

| switched to my infamous morning face, made all the worse by the 
fact that | hadn’t slept the previous night. “Do | know him?” 

“No, but | think you stabbed him.” 

“Oh, that happens a lot. Maybe too often. What’s wrong with me?” | 
wasn't expecting an answer. 

“You always take our hand, but you never let us take yours,” she 
said. “I’m not only your bodyguard, you know.” 


“You're right. Now show me who | have to kill.” 

We entered the captain’s quarters and hovered around a small table 
stacked with a variety of road rations. The company had pooled 
everything we’d carried in our saddlebags for the garrison’s use. Gilly 
Baker’s rolls were long gone. 

Captain Wesley Wayan introduced himself and his second, 
Sergeant Viren Drake. The sergeant wore a clearly more passive 
demeanor than the previous night, with a bandage around his left hand 
and right forearm, reminding me to see the Fort’s medic. | had several 
bandages in my future and maybe a dip in the cold river next door. | 
expected this to be a short meeting from my sadistic scent alone. 

Tila sat quietly across the table between Hart and Raven. Much like 
me, she was still a mess, not having had a chance to bathe or sleep. | 
set my pack down and dragged a chair in between Raven and Drake. 
Everyone looked at me expectantly. 

Hart was pale but clean. Sevin had been there to care for her. 

“Thank you, sisters, for last night’s heroic effort,” | said quietly. 

Tila barely stirred. There was blood crusted around her eyes and 
dry tracks of tears down her dirty face. Feth. Her heart was broken in 
the most common of ways, grief for her brother beginning to run the 
show. 

Raven didn’t look greatly recovered. The past day’s events had 
battered her, and not only physically; her brilliant heart had suffered 
and dimmed in my sight. 

“Sorrow,” | offered, looking her in the eye. 

She nodded without comment, looking away. 

“Tila, my deepest condolences,” | said, untying the stained brown 
scarf from around my neck. “This is for you.” 

She took the relic, once a gift, wrapping it around her wrist. “Thank 
you.” 

| reached into my travel pack and removed a letter, still sealed, 
returning it as well. | shared a fact of which | was certain, “Ram knew. 
He already knew.” 

“How?” Tila was in the throes of grief. It was her big brother that had 
been killed, an unfillable void with an unfathomable weight on her 
heart. | wanted to lift it, if only by an ounce. 


“I’ve spent the past months walking this path of a broken ghost,” | 
explained. “Night before last, | saw your brother and your uncle Hilo at 
the Twin Fountains Inn in Kyserville, and they both knew. I'd traded 
myself away to stop the Black Wind, frantic in my resolve to cleanse 
the area and to show you, my new sister, that it could be done, that | 
could do more than just wander about in my pajamas. | didn’t know 
that your brother already lay lifeless on the floor of a barn in Lonett, but 
Ram smiled with joy at seeing me. He called me ‘brother’ and named 
me ‘Wind Catcher’ before fading back into the crowded room. 

“Wind Catcher—a name and a gift from your brother—became the 
path for me to follow in this forsaken valley in my quest to find myself. 
The first step on that path was finding his body in Lonett and meeting 
the men who served with him until his last breath. They spoke of his 
final moments, his happiness as he laughed with the colonel, which | 
assume was his uncle Hilo. Ram had bled out by then, but he hadn't 
left, nor had Hilka. This cursed valley still held them in its gray 
embrace.” 

Tila looked up. “My uncle Hilo was the colonel of the Recon Corps 
when he died. What did he look like?” 

“He was a gaunt fellow of the Steppe, tall with a fine, thin mustache 
and eyes that seemed to laugh at everything. Eyes a lot like yours in 
color and insight.” 

Tila nodded. “Hilo. My father was right.” 

My inquisitor stared at me, not saying a word, but | felt the tug on 
my sleeve from across the table. 

“Hart, am | not yet returned?” | worried that | was missing something 
important. 

“What happened at South Fort?” she asked. 

“| felt it. When | put on Ram’s scarf in Lonett, | knew the path of the 
Wind Catcher would break me. Hell, everyone knew it when | left 
Kyserville. The Black always does. 

“South Fort was my witness to the dark power that flowed down the 
Akio Cut, absolving me by showing me that resolve is not a singular 
trait for one misguided man. Seeing the fort and the bridge destroyed, 
along with everyone that had pledged to defend it, was a sign. It 
pointed the way.” 


“Why did you let Raven send us away?” said Yser, standing right 
behind me. 

“You were the bridge, my witnesses, for Hart to know that | was 
almost human when | decided to take the next step.” Almost human. 

“But you brought Raven along with you. How could you do that to 
her?” Yser exclaimed. 

“Yser, how could | not? Rae is fierce, and we are wed. We'd survive 
or not, together. It’s still our honeymoon, right?” 

| asked this last to Raven, sitting beside me, silent but never 
forgotten. 

“How could you do such a thing to her?” a new voice spoke. 

“Sergeant Drake?” | acknowledged the man that had tried to kill me 
only hours earlier. 

Viren Drake was tough, instinctive, a killer, and like me, he 
struggled hugely with his humanity. His present thoughts ran along too 
many lines to name, but today’s chief emotion was undoubtedly grief. 
He'd lost everything in the Akio and couldn't bear to see it happen 
again. In the middle of a war, suffering a great loss, Drake had become 
untethered. 

| knew the feeling, and | asked as gently as my rough voice allowed, 
“What was her name?” 

“Becks,” he finally replied. “The wolves destroyed her.” 

“Mister Drake, I’m sorry for your loss. We all are,” | rasped. “You 
have done what is impossible for me. You have survived the death of 
your loved one with your sanity and humanity intact.” 

His tone leaned into me and my presumption, “How would you 
know?” 

| pressed him back, “How many men have you killed, Mister 
Drake?” 

“Thirty-seven,” he said, angry at admitting such a thing, especially in 
front of the women. 

“I’ve never seen someone that focused and skilled with a knife,” | 
offered. “I was almost number thirty-eight last night. Maybe next time?” 

Viren laughed, his embarrassment showing. | was the first victim 
that he’d had to face the following day. 

“You weren't human last night,” he explained. “You were pure evil.” 


Hart frowned at the man. Raven too. Tila only watched, knowing the 
winds that jousted within us. 

| understood Drake’s point of view. “In one way, you are exactly 
right, but don’t confuse insanity for intent. What you saw last night was 
the Black, a sickness of the soul, fully taken hold on my path to end 
this war. It took the souls of two death-demons, a talented seer, and 
another powerful soul, all with the proper motivation, to drive it out.” 

Drake looked down, suddenly feeling self-conscious for passing 
judgment. He’d been in over his head. We all had. 

“Sergeant, you and | share a rare sickness, the curse of the Black, 
and that makes our paths exceedingly difficult. It pushes our humanity 
closer to the edge as we strive to do our duty.” 

Hart took note of my words. “Ara, please tell us what happened in 
Tasko.” 

“In Tasko sat a Horde, fully formed, feeding itself and the Black 
Wind anchored upon it. Three Hell-knights and the Infernal Contract 
holder were positioned in the town square, siphoning off the fear and 
despair of hundreds of people kept in the cattle pen nearby. The ruin of 
South Fort spoke to me, and as we approached Tasko, | fell 
completely. Overcome by the Black Wind and the task at hand, | ceded 
the path to one even greater in their resolve. It was a choice | couldn't 
unmake. 

“Lord Storm emerged, stronger than ever, and he did what | 
couldn't. He caught the Wind and, without a thought to the 
consequences, turned it around and threw it back at the enemy. This 
morning, that small Hell-ridden moment in the sun destroyed the lives 
of thousands of Nantine soldiers, shattering their army as it began its 
march on Fugaku. | completed the effort a short while ago; | scattered 
the Black Wind and unleashed the Horde by sending the last Hell- 
knight home. The lesser demons remain as an unguided threat across 
the northern Akio Valley, and we guard the bridge here, blocking any 
rogues from crossing south.” 

With the help of Kol’rigan, | could have called them all back and 
slain them. | didn’t. 

“The wind is no longer mine, black in its intent, but gray from 
beginning to end,” | said, looking over at Tila Na’am. “Lord Na’am saw 


it, and in his despair, he adopted me as his son.” 

“The war is over?” Captain Wayan had picked out the important 
bits. 

“Almost,” | replied, studying the table in front of me. 

“What do you mean?” Raven finally spoke to me but with ice still 
dripping from her tongue. 

What, besides the obvious, had | done? 

“There is the matter of the Hell-cave. The altar and portal used to 
create the Horde still exist. From what | gather, it’s not far, hidden ina 
place called the Quarry to the northeast. While it might be costly to 
eliminate the site, we can’t ignore it.” 

I'd been through this inquisition before, the battle following the battle 
with those most important in my life. | waited for Raven to speak. She’d 
walked the path with me, and she knew the harsh reality of my ways. 
I'd done everything that she’d asked of me this time, and yet she was 
still livid. Why? 

Hart remained silent, waiting for something. 

What had | forgotten? 

Andy cleared his throat in the background. 

FETH. 

He’d seen the results of my ways last night and shared something 
with Raven. 

“No,” | rasped. 

“Why not?” Raven’s eyes glistened. “Why didn’t you?” 

“Is my love not enough?” 

Yser coughed. 

OK, this wasn’t about my love. It was about being loved and cared 
for by those that had the power to do so. They were the keepers of the 
path, not me. 

| offered my last weak line of defense, “I’d rather be gone than 
dishonor you.” 

“Yseria, please,” said Rae, as if I'd never spoken. 

My bodyguard walked up and smacked me on the side of my head, 
the good side, the one without the bloody ear. She placed a golden 
talisman around my neck, tucking it in beneath my shirt. Andy quickly 
did the same for Raven but without the smacking. 


| felt exactly the same as before, but as | looked into Raven’s heart, 
| could see it healing once more, her kind intention flowing forth, her 
anger dissipating as she forgave me for my mistaken act of altruism. 
The connection between us took on a power and a life of its own. 
There was nothing subtle about it. 

Rae saw the growing concern on my face. “Ara, | had never thought 
to be so loved by another, or love, but we are dark elves, and dishonor 
is meaningless. The benefits of power and position always come first 
and must be protected. These relics will honor our intent as they seal 
our bond.” 

“They’re imbued?” 

“With the merest imprint of a hundred different souls, all bound to 
House Ylamil. Each will follow your heart's command and your 
intention. Of course, there will be other benefits, especially if we’re 
again in the domain of the dark elves.” 

| lifted the Infernal greatsword, Kol’rigan, from the floor and set it on 
the table for all to see. “Legion’s End has joined my House, now the 
House of Ylamil-Storm,” | announced proudly. 

| certainly enjoyed our newfound bond with Raven pressed hard 
against me. 


Bar Sinister 


Hangover 


“Did you enjoy your trip?” said Memeton. “Is the blood that much 
blacker on the other side?” 

“What do you think?” | slurred slightly. 

Our barfly banter had always kept me going, but not anymore. 
Sometimes, | needed to leave our Limbo lounge behind and stretch my 
legs. 

“He looks none the worse for his little escapade. How did he get 
over the wall?” said Rei-Seeck. 

“Walls are made to be climbed, doors to be broken down, souls to 
be stepped on,” | boasted. 

“| dare say the wall has suddenly gotten that much higher,” Rei 
quipped, bringing me back to the present. “I now feel compelled to 
keep an eye on you. Any objections, Younger?” 

The Kjaira’s dark gray complexion framed her Hell-gray eyes and 
blood-red lips. My black soul seemed to slip as she bared her dagger- 
like fangs in a wicked smile. 

“We can thank Prince Kasaval for his poisoning of the well, so to 
speak,” said Memet. “At least we know that the Barons aren't going it 
alone with their investments in the Outer Domain. Stakes will be 
raised.” 

“They were harvesting Fear by the bushel, and the Wolves were a 
brilliant idea, even if | had to ruin it for them.” 

The well-spent currencies of Hell were Fear, Fury, and Despair. 
They fed the Armies of Pestilence and Strife during the endless War of 
the Cycle. Infernal Warlords were masters of the exchange, using the 


Black powers to drive their legions onward as they sought domination 
for the various Houses that employed them. 

Being in Exile, | could bide my time, a free agent looking to collect 
for the House of Hal-Raekorn wherever and whenever | could. Old 
enemies were unable to attack me directly, but through the power of 
Firefanged and my soul in the Outer Domain, I’d been able to strike at 
them, stealing their thunder for my own benefit. My goal was to reap 
enough power to escape this Hellhole of a bar before the Cycle turned. 

Memet advised, “Speaking of Ruin, let’s not invoke those sleeping 
giants, not with the Cycle turning in our favor.” 

| found myself too distracted to listen, pinned beneath the bar by a 
death-demon, exquisite in her bite. 


Chapter 21 
The Quarry 


“Captain Wayan, | met someone in Tasko who asked to be 
remembered, a man named Sergeant Tyne. He has become the 
mayor of the town and is probably feeling overtaxed, sorting through 
the many survivors herded there by the Nantines and their dire wolves. 
Tasko still stands, but its residents sorely lack in function.” 

“How did Sergeant Tyne end up as Mayor of Tasko?” 

“| may have appointed him while under the watchful eye of the 
Horde. He had the voice for it. I’m certain he’d appreciate it if you 
retrieved him sooner or later.” 

“And what should | do with Viren Drake?” 

“He needs to get out of this valley. Please leave him to me.” 

I'd taken a liking to Viren Drake, perhaps finding a kindred struggle 
in the intense man. Viren had found his path. | figured that | could learn 
a lot from him and maybe lend him a hand or a well-bandaged ear as 
he worked through his grief. 

Captain Wayan had sent a pair of troopers south in search of hope 
and fresh provisions, borne on a pair of Nantine mounts. We’d finally 
taken a moment to repair, getting bathed and sewn back into place 
while we awaited a Fuga relief column. The garrison was drained, as 
were the handful of refugees that had remained hidden beneath the 
walls. 

Storm Company continued to guard the northern bridge throughout 
the day, intercepting an occasional rogue demon. At the same time, 
my scouts, Mott and Cillian, along with Viren Drake, trekked ten miles 
upstream to the northeast, checking out the area known as the Quarry. 


Much of the valley’s construction stone had come from this site in the 
foothills near the northernmost Akio feeder. 

Tila Na’am sat alone in the courtyard, her eyes closed, her thoughts 
dense with emotion. Doing my best not to disrupt her, | sat down in the 
afternoon sun and began counting the horses in the stable overflowing 
with my company’s steeds. The garrison was hungry enough to steal 
one for dinner. 

Out of the corner of my eye, | studied the seer, having a difficult 
time seeing her as my sister. Her sandy skin offset her clean, jet black 
hair, and a Fuga uniform, custom-tailored to fit her body’s slender 
frame, told of her confidence and position in the world. She was armed 
with a red, soft smile and stern eyes that spoke volumes about my not- 
so-subtle surveillance. 

“Wind Catcher, you’re looking and smelling considerably better.” 
Tila was always keenly observant. 

“Ara, please,” | said. “Wind Catcher’ may be accurate as my 
profession, but yesterday wasn’t my best moment and not one that I’d 
like to repeat.” 

Tila studied me a moment more, and | could feel her anxiety and 
the impatience that lingered in the background of her mind. She was 
only a few years older than me but still too young to suffer the week 
that she’d experienced and the week that was yet to come. 

She offered an olive branch, “You sounded like my brother, like 
Ram. That was something that he might say.” 

| accepted it. “H—how was Lynda?” | struggled, needing to share 
my worry. 

Lynda was trained to hide her emotions and work within the rules 
and hardened logic of the diplomatic court, not the forsaken gray of the 
Akio Cut. | hoped that Lord Na’am would see the simple gesture for 
what it was when she arrived with Ram’s body back in Hollen. 

“She’s a strong woman. | was almost offended at the way she held 
herself together. Having her there gave me the motivation to do the 
same.” 

Tila and | were more alike than I’d first thought, and maybe | was 
closer to human than I'd realized. 

“Ram did the same for me in Lonett. The sight of Recon bodies 


scattered outside its walls shocked me and reminded me to stay 
present until | found him. | couldn’t bear to face him in the state that 
you found me last night, and | was sure I'd find him alive,” | explained. 
“| promised the Akio that | would do its bidding, that | would cleanse it 
of the invading Black in exchange for finding my new brother whole at 
the end of the fight.” 

| thought that Tila might laugh at my absurd confession or throw me 
a look of pity. She did neither. 

“The Valley spoke to you, didn’t it? It offered you the path of the 
Wind Catcher, and you took it.” 

It wasn’t the answer | was expecting. 

“Tila, | think I've always been on that path, always catching the 
Black Wind, but | haven’t reached the end, not yet, and I’m not sure 
what I'll find when | do.” 

“Ara, how will you know when you've reached the end?” 

“I’m hoping the valley will tell me. There’s a long story here that | 
feel like I’m missing.” 

HH 

The scouts returned at dusk. They’d run northeast along our side of 
the Akio feeder, crossing over a mile from the Quarry. As expected, 
demons there were scant, and Sorrow had picked off the only Infernal 
straggler that they'd come anywhere near. There were plenty of enemy 
pickets ringing the site, men in Nantine Army garb. They must have 
been plenty nervous out on a loose line with the scattered remains of 
the Horde hunting in the area. Either way, the threat made good cover 
for the two Nantine troopers that Viren Drake had dropped, allowing 
our scouts to work their way to the Quarry’s edge. 

The Quarry was sizable, at least a quarter-mile across, hosting a 
shallow pit with a mine shaft at the eastern end pushing in under the 
mountain. Large stone blocks lay stacked randomly across the quarry 
bottom, waiting for the next wagon to roll them away, and a livestock 
pen leaned against the eastern wall of the pit, near the opening into 
the mine. The cattle there walked on two legs, not four, though 
according to Mott, only a few of the dozen prisoners seemed able to 
walk at all. The pit’s poor light hindered a closer look at things, but 
plenty of activity was occurring near the mouth of the mine shaft. 


“Mott, draw me a map,” | ordered. “We're going back there tonight.” 

The haggard scout’s face wanted to object, as did Drake’s. They 
were spent. They could help defend the fort until we returned. 

Juno Hartwell had a better idea. “We can take all the horses,” he 
said. “We can cross the bridge here and approach up the north side of 
the feeder. We’d leave a few men with the horses and walk the last 
mile into the Quarry. We'll need the horses if we find any survivors in 
the pen.” 

“Nobody rides Riker but me,” Drake explained, smiling. “Looks like 
I'll have to go after all.” 

“No way Drake can handle all those horses by himself,” Mott 
jumped in. “Cilli and | will have to help him.” 

“OK, Captain Hartwell and the sentinels will remain here to guard 
the bridge and keep an eye on my sisters. I'd expect the same Hellion 
activity down here as up by the Quarry,” | stated. “Il want Sorrow to go 
with us if Viren doesn’t mind leaving his dog inside the fort.” 

Sorrow would be perfect for hunting down any enemy scouts or 
pickets, as well as rogue Hellions, and | didn’t want the wolfhound 
barking at the scent of the Kjaira, giving away our approach. 

“Rilo will keep him occupied,” Drake assured us. “He’s got a knack 
for the animal.” 

“Good,” | replied. “If all goes well tonight, Storm Company will head 
south tomorrow.” 

| didn’t mention the end of my path or my anxiety at what I’d find in 
the Quarry later tonight, and nobody said a word. 

Keeping the Akio feeder on our right, we made a careful night ride 
following a cart path to the northeast. Arriving around midnight, Mott 
and Cillian stayed back to watch the horses while Raven, Yseria, 
Andy, and Drake waited in the tree line, a quarter-mile south of the 
Quarry. | scouted ahead, creeping to the crater’s edge. 

Much had changed since our scouts had first checked the site, and 
that would have been warning enough. Nothing moved below in the 
vast pit, with only a pair of oil lamps lighting the mine's distant 
entrance. The outer picket line in the forest surrounding the site had 
disappeared, leaving Sorrow feeling hungry, and | searched outward 
for where they could have gone. 


Slivers of warm bodies and cold, quiet minds were evident, hidden 
among the large stone blocks that dotted the Quarry’s floor, while 
several more lay in wait around the upper rim. These were dangerous 
men, likely some sort of recon trooper, well-disciplined and somehow 
masked to avoid detection. | suspected that the ones up top were 
crossbowmen scanning for targets. Near a cart ramp at the broad pit’s 
western end sat a rustic workers’ lodge, dark and uninviting. Inside the 
lodge, a contingent of a few dozen men waited, their unguarded 
boredom smelling of regular army troops. The pickets had been found. 

The mine entrance glowed a sickly red in my sight, marking the 
presence of an Infernal altar. We were in the right place, and whoever 
or whatever waited for me down that dark tunnel, well, they wouldn’t 
have to wait any longer. 

The Akio Valley had suffered immensely in the past few weeks; it 
was a landscape filled with violent death, nonstop terror, and Hell- 
ridden despair. Even with the Quarry being heavily defended, | wasn’t 
going to leave the source of the Horde and the Summer Wolves 
uncleansed. Much like Sorrow and the valley itself, | hungered, craving 
vengeance and peace. It was time to feed them both while also 
feeding myself. | crept back into the woods to give the necessary 
orders, nudging Sorrow to begin her hunt along the upper rim. 

“Well, | have good news and bad news. The Infernal altar is here, 
but the site is one big trap.” 

“How? How could they get more demons so soon?” said Yseria. 

“| haven’t seen any demons, but a platoon of army regulars and 
another of recon types are camped out all around the place, waiting in 
ambush.” 

A brief scream sounded to my left, out along the rim of the 
rectangular crater announcing our arrival. 

“OK, there’s less than a platoon of recon types, but I’m guessing at 
least a dozen marksmen are settled in along the rim, and another two 
dozen men like Mister Drake are hiding down in the pit, hidden among 
the stones. Sorrow has started her hunt up top. When she moves 
downward, so do we.” 

| explained to each their roles and the dangers involved, adding one 
final order: “No prisoners and no one escapes.” 


Viren stared at me from the shadow of a pine, hidden from the 
moon. The order of ‘No Quarter’ was rarely given among the Fuga 
military. “How many have you killed?” he whispered, balking at my 
harsh order. 

| grimaced at a long-remembered argument with Raven. She 
reached out for my hand, her mind running back along the same path. 
| wasn’t a monster, but I'd play the role when needed. 

“Ignoring the thousands of Nantine troops that walked into this 
morning’s trap, over eleven hundred,” | replied in a whisper, “Men, 
women, and children.” 

Timing was everything, and this was the time to come clean with 
Viren Drake, before we went over the cliff. 

“Who the feth are you?” Drake spat, suddenly looking for a way out. 

Yseria slapped him hard, upside the head, grabbing his attention. 
“Where the feth are you going, Drake? This mission isn’t over.” 

“Sergeant, to answer your question,” | spoke calmly, trying to hold 
the man’s attention and soothe his doubt, “As vigil, it is my calling to 
fight the Infernal invasion of our world and live with the results. While | 
may have had to kill many hundreds in the process, destroying not 
only the demons but also their human collaborators, | have ended wars 
and the plagues that would have cost our realms uncountable numbers 
of lives. | strive to maintain humanity’s place as the masters of our own 
reality and block the demonic forces that scheme to have it otherwise. 

“This valley awash in gray, the Akio, is under siege. It’s an arena of 
war, having consumed the blood of many over the centuries. Now, it 
struggles to throw off the Black Wind that would destroy it and all the 
ghosts that still roam its hills.” 

“Poetic feth,” said Drake. “I’ve seen the Black that you carry.” 

Barely in time, | snagged Yser’s arm, pulling her back. “Viren Drake, 
don’t confuse the one who collects the Black with the ones who create 
it. You judge yourself harshly when you do.” 

“You destroy,” he countered. 

“| protect, and with proper motivation, | will remove that which 
threatens our world.” 

“The Akio Valley doesn’t need a protector. It can defend itself.” 

“Who defended Becks?” | said, getting at the heart of the man. 


“Who defends those dying in that horse-pen below?” 

The silent moment stretched on, ending as another distant scream 
echoed from the far side of the gorge. Sorrow had crossed over. 

“| may be a seer, Viren, and the colorful imagery may be hard to 
accept for a man that has felt the last beat of an enemy’s heart through 
the handle of his knife. The poetic is a crutch, a refuge that shelters my 
mind from the death and destruction my calling requires. It is part of 
the path that guides me. 

“| am weakened. | pretend to be a ghost, trying to explain away the 
faces that haunt me, day and night, and | can barely acknowledge the 
path that | walk, knowing that it is nothing more than a nightmare in the 
making. By my own choices, I’ve become lost and untethered, but also 
certain that the truth is there, somewhere in the gray for me to find, 
and that my companions will carry me beyond our next battle.” 

Waiting, gripping Raven’s hand, | felt a shift. 

“Sorrow has descended,” Rae whispered. “The night is yours, Viren 
Drake, if you care to join us.” 

We stood and ran for the edge together. 


Chapter 22 
Path’s End 


The Nantine recon soldiers relied too strongly on their presumed 
invisibility and the element of surprise, which proved to be nothing to a 
death-demon incarnate or Firefanged. They were hard-pressed to 
ambush anyone with a shadow cat breathing down their necks and the 
black blades of the dark elves flashing everywhere. Viren Drake was 
also effective, knowing instinctively where he might hide and how he 
would attack, given the scene. 

The end came too quickly for the Nantine elites, with barely a 
scream among them to indicate their bravery or sound the alarm. The 
workers’ barracks was buzzing with anxiety, expecting to be called 
forth at any moment. Yser and Andarion raced for the front door of the 
aging, wooden building while Drake ran to liberate the livestock pen. 
Raven and | both caught our breath and let them do their work as we 
walked toward the seemingly dormant entrance to the mine. 

After pulling a few casks of oil off a nearby cart, the dark elves 
quickly emptied them around the lodge and doused the front door. 
Within moments, the entire canyon was flooded with a bonfire’s light as 
the structure went up in flames. Yser and Andy each took a side, 
waiting, and Sorrow circled behind the bunkhouse, positioned to take 
down any escapees. The old, dry wood burned quickly, and only a few 
troopers managed to struggle out the windows as the blades or fangs 
of my companions took them down. 

The pain and terror of the trapped and dying platoon were exquisite, 
and | pulled hard upon it, gathering up the dark power and turning it 
into fury. | was almost ready to dive into the mine when the glowing 


maw erupted before us. A man, a blur that was black of heart, darted 
out from the maw, straight for Viren Drake as he sorted through the 
living and the dead within the pen. 

“Ripper!” | screamed, bolting forward, knowing that | wouldn’t make 
it across the quarry floor in time. 

The game changed yet again as ten more rippers poured forth, 
running straight at Raven and me, further cutting us off from Drake. 
The trap had finally sprung; the Nantine Army troops, elite or not, were 
nothing but a distraction. We halted, drawing the mass of fiends farther 
away from their source. 

Viren Drake spun as he drew his war knife, a move that probably 
saved his life. His saber would have been far too slow against the 
attacker. I’d seen it before. As it was, we had our own demons to face. 

The rippers, humans that were fully possessed by lesser demons, 
carried crude knives and lacked armor. Their ferocity and Hell-driven 
speed made them dangerous to all but the fastest humans. The Dark 
Elves, trained from birth to defend their king, were in that category. 
Raven, her fierce heart harboring the soul of a death-demon, was 
beyond the skill of the incoming fiends. She had taken down Hell- 
knights using her black blade, and those Hellions were made of 
exceedingly sterner stuff than the staunch yet human shells of the 
black-eyes in our midst. 

| drew both of my weapons, Exile screaming in my left hand, Sorrow 
silent as ever in my right. My glaive lured them in, guarding our left 
flank, while my fang punched them out. 

Positioned just off of my right shoulder, Raven protected my more 
aggressive side with her lethal Talon. 

The black-eyed agents failed in their initial attempts at dodging their 
way inside our guard, several exuding a wretched black smoke as they 
fell from my fang-dagger’s bite while the other fiends tried to circle. 
Those soon found themselves missing limbs, which didn’t stop them, 
but it would slow them down as we sidestepped their off-balance 
attacks. 

As the last of the rippers fell, headless, a new presence settled into 
the mouth of the mineshaft, one that watched us with a building rage. 
We resumed our run for the pen, ignoring the cave’s angry stare. 


Drake was down, as was his foe. 

We found the sergeant on his hands and knees, vomiting in one 
corner of the fenced-in yard. He’d been slashed across his shoulder, a 
shallow cut meant for his neck, no doubt. 

Behind him, a ripper lay motionless, a soulless husk. It had been a 
woman, not old, but not too young, either; her soot-black eyes made it 
difficult to guess. 


Feth. 
“Viren?” | said, giving the man room to collect himself. 
“She—I—.,” he coughed and spit. “I knew her.” 


My stock of fury exploded at his words. Of course, they’d be using 
the locals and sacrificing them on their altar. 

“Who was she?” | dared to ask. 

“Her name was Piper Hoth. A trader and a brave woman to run the 
routes that she did.” 

Not the name we all feared, but the damage was done. 

“’m sorry,” | said, still at a loss. 

“Don't be,” he replied. “Make them sorry for her.” 

We’d reached a common ground, at last. 

| hopped the enclosure’s fence, leaving Raven with the sergeant. 
Besides the two, there were only the dead. 

As | reached the mine’s entrance, | found Hilka and Ram waiting 
along with a third, a Nantine officer. 

Inside, not far from where we stood, was the key to the Contract 
and the maker of many a nightmare, a Greol-hjag demon. In their 
growing desperation, the Nantines had bartered for a more immediate 
solution, a demon that could cook up a dozen or more black-eyed 
rippers at a time. It struck me that the soldiers in the burning barracks 
would have likely been its next victims. 

Souls of lesser demons pushed into humans weren't as deadly as 
the fully incarnate demons found in the Horde. Still, they were far 
easier to create, and they’d quickly bolster the Nantine’s precarious 
position. Much like the Wolves of Summer, the black-eyed beings 
would certainly be able to break the momentum and morale from any 
Fuga counterattack. 

Hilka laughed as only a ghost could, “Wind Catcher, leave your fury 


with us, or you'll never make it out of there alive.” 

“You'd best stay back,” said the Nantine officer with confidence in 
his position further back in the mouth of the cave. “All who enter 
become ours.” 

“That sounds like a dare,” | replied to both at once. My sister is 
going to hate me for this. 

I'd faced a Greol-hjag, a horse-sized scorpion with a claw on its tail 
and a human hag’s face, twice before. It was a demon of insanity, a 
Black Fountain of disease and corruption, and the original source of 
my Mad Black, | was sure. Its ability to push insidious, pestilent visions 
could destroy an enemy’s soul before any threat ever got within 
striking distance of the creature. Each time that I’d destroyed one, my 
mind had drowned in the Black energy that the monster channeled into 
our world. 

“Viren,” | yelled, throwing my fang-dagger to the man. “Stay back! It 
isn’t safe.” 

Sorrow was his for the moment. 

Raven saw it land and suddenly realized the situation. “Ara, no!” 
she screamed, but by then, I’d gathered all of my fury and charged into 
the gathering darkness. 

The initial exchange was perfectly timed and executed by both 
sides. As | bolted forward, carrying both Exile and the Nantine officer’s 
head into the cave, a dark vision slammed into my mind with an 
unstoppable force. Black energy wrapped me in its loving, waxy 
embrace. | already carried one psychic scar on my mind, maybe two, 
from the previous brawls with its sisters, and this may have given me 
the extra control | needed to act. 

The stare of the Greol-hjag broke as the extraneous head slammed 
into its face. | pushed every ounce of energy I'd collected into the key, 
a suitably shocked and filthy individual standing in the far corner of the 
mine’s staging room. The key crashed back into the wall and 
crumpled, dropping into a boneless mass as raw fury obliterated the 
disease that had been simultaneously eating and holding the man 
together. It was a neat trick on both sides. 

At this point, hunted and defenseless, the Greol-hjag may have 
panicked. Instead of throwing another blast of Black energy, it took the 


low road and spat Hellfire into my path. 

My momentum being what it was, | vaulted the stream of pure, blue- 
black pain and angled my broadsword for the demon’s head. 

Now’s a good time to mention that the act of leaving your feet in the 
middle of a fight can severely limit your choices, and had | been paying 
better attention to the bigger picture, | might have chosen a different 
maneuver. 

A pair of rippers, on the other hand, had chosen exactly the right 
moment to make their presence known, catching me in mid-air as | 
sailed over the hag-demon’s head. 

| had an instant to make a choice, either fight the rippers or kill the 
hag. Exile swiped downward, turning off the Black Fountain forever, 
while my empty hand blocked one knife, and my right shoulder blade 
caught the other. 

| tried to arrest my momentum by grabbing the decapitated Greol- 
hjag’s tail, but I'd just taken the life out of it. Instead of flipping around 
onto my feet, | ended up body-slamming myself into the stone floor. 

Feth. 

With the wind knocked out of me, | couldn’t speak or move or do 
what | most wanted to do, which was scream as a ripper landed on my 
back and began prying its knife loose. 

Feth. 

| pushed outward with my mind, calling for help, and the cruel 
weight disappeared as if blown away by a fresh wind. 

Raven stood above me, the pair of rippers in pieces on the floor. 

“What did you do?” she asked. “I felt such a pull.” 

Yseria and Andarion appeared a moment later, followed in by Viren 
Drake. 

“Do | get to stab him now?” Drake asked. 

Yseria found my voice and roared, “No!” 

| coughed, again and again, finally able to breathe a bit. “I’m here,” | 
rasped. “Please, don’t stab me.” 

Sorrow’s bite had been my backup plan, one that | didn’t need. Hart 
would be proud. 

Yser leaned over to inspect my shoulder and finished working the 
knife free. 


“The armor took most of the strike. It wasn’t too deep, but the 
wound is a bleeder,” she said. “Let’s get you outside.” 

“Wait,” | said, slowly standing up. “Viren, my fang, please.” 

He handed it over with a grin. “Maybe next time,” he offered. 

“Maybe. How about skinning that sucker while Yseria sews me up, 
and I'll split the hide with you?” 

A Greol-hjag hide was beyond rare, priceless as an exotic leather. 
The fresh hide was gray with jagged black stripes, matching nothing 
natural in our world, and | knew the right tailor to cure it. 

The more powerful the demon, the more it cost the Houses of Hell 
to send it through the Veil that divided their domain from ours. Sorrow 
was such a demon—a Kjaira sent to assassinate me before | had 
come of age. Only the major Houses of Hell could breach the Veil with 
hordes or assassins, and | collected on their efforts whenever | could. 
A Black Fountain had to be at the top of the list in terms of cost and 
would set any Black baron or prince back immensely. To send one 
forth was an act of desperation, and come to think of it, probably a 
normal day in Hell. 

The Nantines that struck that bargain had been at the end of their 
rope, and they’d be hard-pressed to call for another any time soon. Or 
so, | hoped. The whole situation made little sense to me. Everything I’d 
heard about Niantia spoke of a large, sparsely inhabited Realm, more 
wild than tamed, so, why sell their soul for another sliver of territory? 

Yseria performed her surgery beneath the light of a pair of oil lamps 
while the mining lodge continued its pyrrhic duties in the distance. | felt 
good, nearly whole for the first time in a long, long time. | hardly 
complained about the pain of the stitches. 

“Baby,” Yser snickered under the watchful eye of Raven. “You'll 
have a real beauty of a scar when this one heals.” 

Just add it to the collection. 

“Any survivors?” | asked, already guessing at the answer. 

“None,” said Andy. 

| didn’t sense anyone within a mile of our spot; only Sorrow circled 
us, hunting, a half-mile out. We’d be long gone before anyone arrived. 
We destroyed the altar, and our final act was to burn the Greol-hjag 
carcass. We left the dead bodies in the yard for the Fuga Army to see 


and the Nantines to explain. 
Hitt 

“So, did you find your path?” Rae asked as our horses trod carefully 
along the wagon track. “Or are you still a ghost?” 

“| found it. I’m sure,” | replied. “In fact, I’m on it right now.” 

“Oh.” She waited. 

“My path is at your side, wherever that may lead.” | felt her heart 
brighten, lighting my way home. 

“Did the valley tell you that?” Rae replied, knowing my skills at 
flirtation were extremely limited. 

“You think the Akio Valley can talk? And I’m the crazy one?” | 
chuckled. “No, you told me. You were with me every step of the way 
on this honeymoon of sorts, even when | wasn’t.” 

We rode along in silence until | finally raised another issue. “I’m 
concerned about Yseria Warric. She remains unclaimed.” 

Raven slowed her horse, allowing some separation from the other 
riders. “You want another sister, don’t you?” she said. 

My House and my heart had claimed Yseria long ago. As a Prince 
of Ylamil, | intended to acknowledge that fully. 

“Would you?” | replied. “It wouldn’t change everything, but it would 
give her standing within the Ylamil line, something she had until your 
cousin Jordarion’s death.” 

“Ara, adopting Yser could change everything within my father’s 
court.” 

I'd found my path with a long-sought certainty, but could it only be a 
mirage? Could it only be a trap with another Black Fountain waiting at 
the end? Feth. 

“As a prince of Ylamil, am | allowed to act upon the intentions of my 
heart or not? If not, how will | follow my path?” 

My horse had halted of its own accord, Daur waiting for the answer. 

Finally, Rae spoke, “Will you listen to her if | say yes?” 

“| already listen to her,” | replied. “The Akio Valley told me to.” 

“Ara Ylamil-Storm, you have your new sister, but you will pay dearly 
for that last comment.” 

“| plan on it,” | said, grabbing Rae’s hand and kissing it. “Maybe we 
can stop in Kyserville on the way back. | think they may have sturdy 


enough beds.” 


Chapter 23 
The Ghosts of Akio 


Dawn arrived behind us as we descended on Fort North. The 
sentinel crew at the bridge had been augmented by a company of 
heavy foot soldiers from Fuga Army North, part of a regiment of more 
than five hundred men that had pitched their tents outside the frontier 
fort. They wore armored breastplates and heavy shields, toting a mix 
of sabers and long-bladed glaives. 

We paused a moment as we entered the fort for the final time. 

“Sergeant Drake, Viren, we’re leaving the Akio Valley and heading 
home to Maidenhall in Colivar,” | said. “Would you like to come along? 
| think the change of scenery would do you some good.” 

The man was already plagued by his loss, and the valley’s gray 
presence would eat him alive. 

“Can | bring my dog?” 

“Sure. You can even bring Rilo Tanika along for company. No way 
he’s old enough to be in the Army, and from what | hear, he’s not too 
popular with the locals back in Tannoo.” 

Drake offered me a friendly smile. “Any chance I'll get to stab you?” 

“Quite possibly, though you'll have a tough time finding a spot that 
isn’t already covered in scar tissue.” 

“ve heard that Maidenhall is a dangerous city.” Drake almost 
seemed comforted by the thought. 

“It certainly was when we got there, but there are still a few places 
left where you'll fit in.” 

With the long night behind us, we were all nearly asleep in our 
saddles, but there was one last item to cover. 


“Yseria, you being evil and all, I'll let you break the news to Hart 
about the hag-demon at the Quarry. Then come find me. I'll be in with 
Captain Wayan and Seer Na’am, letting them know we're leaving 
today.” 

HEE 

After promising Captain Wayan that I'd send Sergeant Tyne back to 
Fort North as soon as we found him in Tasko, | collected Tila Na’am 
from the clutches of Fuga Colonel Tana’bei. Tila was missing days of 
sleep and struggling to contain her grief through the next moment, but 
her slim frame still held its poise. The Infantry colonel took my 
introduction and declaration that the war was over with a well-bred 
skepticism. | left him to it and, escorting Tila, went to collect the rest of 
Company Storm. 

Hart was waiting with Yseria outside the captain’s door. Her eyes 
were still wet despite the contrite look on Yser’s face. I’d wanted to 
surprise my inquisitor, show her that | wouldn’t always be such a terror 
or a means of torture and ended up failing miserably in that regard. 

“Sister, | see you’ve met Saint Yseria.” | smiled, gently touching 
Hart’s hand. 

She didn’t flinch as I'd expected but instead grabbed me in a big 
hug. “You have returned,” she whispered, “without me.” 

“Never without you,” | offered back, closing my eyes. 

Hart had been an irreplaceable constant in my life for the past year, 
one | would always adore. By simply holding her, | unconsciously 
pulled the lingering layers of fear away from her heart. As my 
inquisitor, she suffered the Black right along with me, and | thanked the 
Divine that | could heal the young woman without having to stab her 
with Sorrow. Yser and Tila waited, watching, and | struggled to avoid 
their thoughts. Everyone was exhausted. 

“We need to mount up and hit the road before Tila collapses,” | 
declared. “I think we can at least reach Tasko today. They might have 
some food and beds there.” 

HH 

Dagr followed Sorrow half the trip south to Tasko. It took the dog 
several miles to realize that its barking hadn’t any effect, and it finally 
left the shadow cat alone. Yseria did much the same with her new 


brother. 

“What have we done?” said Rae, her smile barely overcoming her 
fatigue. 

“Just following my path,” | said. “Living the life of a former ghost.” 

“You’re bleeding again,” Rae remarked. “And your sister Tila is 
about to drop.” 

“Captain Hartwell, please gather Miss Na’am before she hits the 
ground.” 

Juno lifted Tila from her saddle. He rode with her sitting in front of 
him, and she was out cold the rest of the way. 

The company rode quietly, an air of apprehension growing as we 
neared Tasko. They’d seen Lockrun after the Horde had been 
vanquished, the obvious scars upon the town and its people. My 
stomach tumbled along with the rest, and | fought to steady the shake 
of my hands. I’d seen the Horde’s operation, steadily consuming the 
fear and the life of the survivors trapped in the town square. With the 
light of day beginning to fade, Sorrow disappeared into the surrounding 
forest, and we descended into a town drained of its strength and 
sanity. 

Regular Army troops guarded the town’s gates and pointed to the 
square when we asked about the mayor. A full regiment had camped 
outside the south gate, giving the town’s surviving citizens plenty of 
room and avoiding the bark of Sergeant Tyne as he shelled out his 
orders from one central point. He wasn’t hard for us to find among the 
many haunted faces. 

“Mayor, Sergeant Tyne, | am Lord Storm. Captain Wayan has 
requested your return to duty in Fort North.” 

Tyne froze in place, his voice blessedly silent for once. 

“Viren, please give him the extra horse,” | said, dismounting. “And 
Yseria, would you please work your magic on your brother's shoulder. | 
can feel it dripping down my back again.” 

Yser hopped down and began rummaging through her pack, 
offering me her assessment without taking a closer look, “Baby.” 

“Sergeant Tyne, please accept this horse for your return trip to Fort 
North. A regiment of Fuga Heavy Foot camps outside its walls, and the 
bridge beyond it still stands.” 


Tyne looked suitably terrified. “Storm Lord, | didn’t expect to see 
you again. Why is trooper Tanika riding with you?” 

“The boy is underage. While his service with the garrison was 
exemplary, the Akio Cut is not where his future lies,” | said. “Only the 
ghosts and the stoutest of stomachs belong here.” 

Tyne flinched at the mention of ghosts. Out of the corner of my eye, 
| caught the movement of Hilka Na’am as he silently approached, 
appearing as real as the tainted town. 

“You've met the colonel?” | said, getting a quick, frightened nod 
from Tyne. “Any decent places to sleep around here?” 

Tyne only shrugged. 

Hilka laughed, though at what | couldn't say. “Try the Dancing Wolf 
Inn, next street over,” he pointed. 

“Works for me,” | danced around Dagr. The hound had also noticed 
Colonel Na’am and began its best Mayor Tyne impersonation in the 
ghost’s honor. “Everyone, let’s go. | smell beds.” 

Many of the locals had already departed the rugged border town, 
but the Dancing Wolf's front doors were open, letting in the cool, fresh 
evening air. The wooden, two-story inn looked warm and inviting 
compared to the Akio River Road. Rilo had leashed Dagr, keeping the 
excited dog at his side long enough for me to run in and secure all the 
rooms on the second floor. We’d each have a bed tonight, and | 
certainly had high expectations for their use. 

Nana Shou, the inn’s frail-looking matron, continued to eye me with 
suspicion, even after I’d paid her. “You look familiar. Have | seen you 
before?” 

The whole town had seen the Storm Lord walk through two days 
earlier, the survivors anyway, and those with their minds intact. 

“I’m a friend of the colonel.” | wondered if she’d seen Hilka too. The 
ghost had certainly recommended the place. 

The silver-haired woman smiled at that comment, her eyes shining 
with their age and fond memories. 

“You know the colonel? | always keep a room for him here, just in 
case,” she winked. “We've been using it for the wounded.” 

“The Valley has bled mightily this summer,” | said. “I’m sorry for the 
suffering of Tasko.” 


“For one so young, you certainly carry a strong heart,” she replied. 
“We'll survive. The Akio may borrow, but it also returns.” 

“Well, you will be happy to know that the colonel’s niece is staying 
here with us.” 

“Of course, he already mentioned it,” Nana replied. “Perhaps you 
can visit his room later. It’s the one at the end of the hall on the ground 
floor.” 

The conversation was getting stranger by the minute, probably 
something to do with this forsaken town. All of my conversations here 
had been somewhat less than sane. 

“Is it OK for our dog to stay in the room with his owner? We could 
always tie him up by the stables.” 

“Just keep him on a leash, and he can come in.” 

“And is there any food available?” | asked, hopeful. 

“Only Army rations, but they’re on the house.” 

| thanked her and headed outside to the stables. 

“We have rooms with enough beds for all,” | announced. “And 
maybe fresh meat for dinner. It seems that wolfhound was recently 
added to the inn’s menu.” 

Viren Drake did his best to hide a smile. “Rilo, keep Dagr on a leash 
and off the dining room table.” 

Nana Shou showed everyone the stairs and the courtyard with the 
baths, and we spent the next hour getting cleaned up and ready for 
bed. 

Raven and Yser did their best to help Hart and Tila navigate the 
process. The Fuga seer seemed to have finally collapsed inward 
during the ride and was barely able to speak. Hart explained that she 
was overcome with the death of her brother. 

We all sat in the spacious dining room, working on hard bread and 
sour apples. It was a banquet for us all. 

“Did you see her uncle? In the town square earlier?” | whispered to 
Hart. 

“| thought that was Mayor Tyne?” she replied. 

“No. The Recon colonel that came along at the end of the 
discussion, Tila and Ram’s uncle Hilo. He’s the one that recommended 
this place to me.” 


Hart looked at me with surprise. “Ara, | think the valley is talking to 
you again, and | think that you ought to listen.” 

| took her advice, taking a moment to listen. The wordless crunching 
of a tired and hungry company tickled my ears. It was pleasant, 
soothing even. 

Feth. 

“Rilo, where’s Dagr?” | asked quietly, not wanting to startle the rest 
of the dinner crowd. 

Rilo and Viren both shrugged at me as the Akio spoke through the 
innkeeper’s earlier words. 

The Akio may borrow, but it also returns. 

“Tila, there’s someone that you should meet.” | offered her my arm. 

We walked out of the dining room and down a long hallway to a 
door guarded by a sleeping wolfhound. | knocked gently, and 
something stirred inside. 

“What are we doing here?” Tila whispered, lost. 

“Listening to the Akio and looking for its ghosts.” 

She offered me a look of sad disappointment. A moment later, the 
door opened, and a face resembling that of Tila Na’am stared back at 
us. 

OK, instead of speaking, sometimes the Akio Valley yells, and 
sometimes it screams at the top of its lungs. 

“I’m Ara, and this is Tila,” | managed. “Who are you?” 

The woman looked down and crumbled. | lunged and caught her 
before she hit the floor. It was a proud moment. Tila leaned against the 
door jamb, unable to fathom the scene, her capacity for shock already 
past its peak. Dagr, a dog that should have been on the dinner menu, 
chose that moment to wake up and attack. 

OK, instead of speaking, sometimes a vigil yells, and sometimes he 
screams at the top of his lungs, “DRAKE!!!” 

Standing in the corner of the small bedroom, the ghost of Uncle Hilo 
simply laughed. 


Chapter 24 


Reunions 


Rilo got there first, pulling the hound off of me. The stitches in my 
forearm were torn, and fresh blood dripped from the dog’s mouth. 

Viren Drake was on the floor beside me, ignoring my expletive- 
laden tirade. The world had ceased to exist around him; his arms held 
the woman, and he bawled, almost drowning out my own cries of pain. 
Almost. 

Dagr broke free from Rilo Tanika and burst upon the scene once 
again. This time he licked the woman’s face furiously until she finally 
began to fight him off, her eyes unable to comprehend the situation. 

“Becks,” squawked Viren, drawing her attention from the dog. 

Crawling away from the pair’s bubble, | found Tila leaning against 
the wall across the hall, being held steady by Rae. Yseria helped me 
up and began wrapping my arm yet again. 

“What did you do?” said Tila, her eyes bouncing between mine and 
the ghost in Viren Drake’s arms. 

“Ram. Tell her it was Ram,” Hilka whispered at my shoulder. “Tell 
her that it was his idea.” 

“What was his idea?” | replied to the colonel. 

“Ram agreed to a deal with the Akio. He saw his twin sister’s fate 
and stepped in, paying the price himself, and he offered the Akio 
Valley a Wind Catcher to right the balance.” 

| repeated Hilka’s words to Tila, unsure if we should believe them. 

“You didn’t think that my brother still mourned me, did you?” Hilo 
Na’am laughed again, slowly fading as he returned to the valley that 
was his home. 


Hi 

A ghost had ridden into the Akio Valley, and another rode out, 
whole, human, claimed by many. Rebekah Na’am, Tila’s long-lost 
older sister, rode with us, sharing a large buckskin horse with Viren 
Drake. 

Rebekah’s memories were spotty, unable to connect the Wolves’ 
attack with the fact that she awoke, whole and unharmed in the Tasko 
horse pen with hundreds of others. She had suffered with them for a 
fortnight before a strange man had come and sent the demons away. 
Then her Uncle Hilo had guided Becks to the Dancing Wolf Inn, 
offering her his favorite room. 

Tila hadn’t seen her older sister in almost eight years, not since the 
woman had disappeared while working for the Fuga Intelligence 
Corps, trying to infiltrate the criminal underworld in the Capital city of 
Tannoo. 

I'd once tried something similar in Maidenhall and knew better than 
to ask for details. 

“Drake, are we even?” | nudged the ex-sergeant as we reached the 
open plains, finally free of the Akio Forest. 

There was something about the older man, his intensity, his inner 
power, that made me seek his approval and make sure we were all 
square. | waved my bandaged forearm in his face. The puncture 
wounds of the wolfhound were still spotting the bandages. Sorrow 
walked by my side, daring the high-strung hound to take another shot. 
Rilo Tanika wouldn't even take that bet. | tried, but the kid was sharp. 

Drake laughed, “Always,” he said, already learning to mimic my 
inquisitor. He’d fit in well with Company Storm. 

Becks didn’t know what to make of our conversation. “He’s the 
Devil, you know. They used to call Viren the Devil of the Akio.” 

| was impressed by the moniker and glad for her choice of mate. 
Rebekah Na’am had the same alpha personality as her siblings. She 
reminded me of Laila Storm, though a bit younger and stronger if that’s 
possible. 

Drake blushed at Becks’s comment. “Dear, that young man hunts 
devils, the real ones. He may not seem like much, but he beat me and 
Dagr in less than a heartbeat.” 


Becks looked me over again and scoffed. Riding beside her, Tila’s 
black cloud of grief dissipated for a moment, and she burst out in 
laughter, catching everyone off guard. 

| leaned over to steady Tila. “You didn’t tell her, did you?” 

“I’m leaving that conversation for my father.” 

Sisters. | was glad | already had my own. 

HHH 

The city of Hollen flew black flags from all of its gates. | hoped that 
would change soon and that news of the war’s ending would raise 
everyone’s spirits. We'd reached the provincial city four days after 
Ram and his escort. The body had been interred immediately upon 
arrival. The event had been witnessed by thousands of citizens and 
made more severe by the sacrifice of so many of Hollen’s sons. Their 
bodies had yet to be returned. 

Governor Almer Na’am waited in his vast courtyard, wearing a black 
hat in the tradition of mourning on the Steppe. Lynda Snow stood at 
his side, stoic, blank, and my mind itched at the sight of them both. 

Lord Na’am searched our column as we followed Captain Hartwell 
through the welcoming manor gate. 

Juno helped Tila from her horse and brought her forward to meet 
her father. It was a kindness well shown, and Juno stepped back, 
giving them a moment of privacy. 

We all dismounted, waiting for Lord Na’am’s formal welcome. 

Almer reached up and removed his hat, throwing it in the air. That 
was the sign. 

Rebekah burst from our small crowd, racing into her father’s arms. 
Almer laughed as he cried, showering us all with his emotions, and 
even Lynda Snow responded as we all embraced and joined in the 
bittersweet reunion. 

HHH 

New flags had been raised over the city gates, ones touting the sun 
and mountains of Fugaku, celebrating the Realm’s victory and 
declaring an end to the official mourning period. 

Governor Na’am continued to remember those lost, even his older 
brother Hilo. Still, he only dedicated a short, sacred moment of his day 
to pondering those borrowed and returned throughout his long life. 


“Hilo claimed that it was Ram’s idea.” | sat back, still perplexed by 
the Akio Valley’s shadowy deal. “Lord Na’am, how could that be true?” 

Our days of rest and recovery had reached the villa’s sunny terrace 
on a cool end of summer's day. 

Almer Na’am seemed confused, uncertain. | could feel his anxiety, 
perhaps even guilt, as we discussed the reappearance of Rebekah 
Na’am, now officially Rebekah Drake. 

Like her sister, Becks had also worked within the Fuga Intelligence 
Corps but had undertaken a vastly different mission: infiltrating the 
Tannoo criminal underground. Where Tila was a seer of some renown 
and had risen quickly to a prominent position, her older sister had had 
to prove herself in ever more challenging ways. Being a daughter of 
Governor Na’am provided all the motivation she needed to excel, but 
on her last assignment, she’d gotten in way over her head. 

The Tannoo underground comprised a rigid hierarchy of influential 
families and businesses. This faction of Gray Houses, as they were 
known, dabbled in every possible vice and activity, legal or otherwise. 
The Gray House bosses managed to control enough of the ruling class 
to protect their assets and steer the Realm’s political futures. As such, 
the Fuga Crown was always looking for a way to counter them. 

Rebekah Na’am had spent months infiltrating the nefarious 
organization only to wake up one day chained in the basement of a 
brothel, her cover somehow blown. They’d abused Becks until they 
were tired of her body and her stoic nature, and they cut her loose. 
She was worth more to them as a pigeon that they could follow home 
to its roost than as a cadaver to be used by some of their less than 
savory customers. 

Once freed, Rebekah Na’am hadn’t allowed them any satisfaction 
and instead had managed to kill one of her watchers and disappear 
into the distant Akio Valley. Now reemerged as Becks, the wife of 
Viren Drake, her appearance could be a risk to her family if word ever 
reached the wrong set of ears. 

“Hilka often whispered Rebekah’s name,” Almer Na’am admitted. 
“My brother was a devious fellow, cunning and perceptive, just like me. 
Selfish. He never let me forget her and always spoke of a price to be 
paid.” 


“And what was that price?” | asked. 

Hilka’s explanation that it was all Ram’s idea seemed suspect now, 
and nothing about this current conversation made me feel at ease. Tila 
sat nearby, listening intently. 

Almer Na’am switched direction. “Why does Hilka haunt my dreams 
with tidings of a Wind Catcher? He hardly allows me any rest.” 

Surprisingly, while my inquisitor seemed blind to the gray winds, | 
appeared to have an aptitude on par with Lord Na’am for perceiving 
the gray, and | was fast becoming annoyed with Hilka. “Ram’s ghost 
called me ‘Wind Catcher’ and said that | would make things right. At 
least, now we know where he got that idea.” 

Lord Na’am eyed Tila with an unfamiliar eagerness. “Is this true, 
daughter? Is Ara Storm a Wind Catcher?” 

“Colonel Reno seemed to think so, as did General Vann by the time 
he’d arrived in the valley. The Black Wind was gone, and the Nantine 
Vanguard had been routed within a day of Ara’s arrival.” 

The Wind Catcher was Ram’s idea; he’d wanted to make things 
right, | thought. 

Tila’s attitude toward me had softened over the past week, seeing 
me as an adopted brother and forgiving her father’s erratic decree. By 
recovering her older sister, | had performed an act of magic well 
beyond the seer’s comprehension and mine. Even though the two 
Na’am sisters seemed to clash on the smallest of things, they clung to 
each other in the shadow of their beloved brother’s death. 

“We await further word from the Capital on the outcome of the 
conflict with Niantia. General Vann has marched on their Citadel in the 
northern Akio,” the governor explained. “We also await confirmation 
from Sovereign Doyne on your adoption. With you being a foreigner, 
there have been some lengthy discussions on the matter. The House 
of Na’am belongs as much to the Crown as it does to us. Your status 
as a seer bodes well in your favor, but if it becomes widely known that 
I’ve claimed a Wind Catcher for a son, well, | fear for the future of us 
all.” 

Lynda Snow stood at that candid remark, a clear sign to us all. | 
think she wanted to puke. The mention of Ram’s name throughout the 
conversation had shaken her, as had the mention of his ghost, and 


now, diplomatic troubles and potential threats from the Fuga Crown 
were the last things she wanted to hear. 

“Lord Na’am, if the Ghost of the Akio Valley has ratified it, how 
could the Sovereign object?” | chuckled, hoping to ease the tension. “I 
mean, Ram and Hilka both knew of the new son in your family before 
we’d arrived.” 

Ram was dead before we’d arrived, already claimed by his mirthful 
uncle and trapped in a valley of gray. But if Ram were already dead, 
how could he have traded his life for his twin sister's? Ram wasn’t a 
seer like his sister or father. He didn’t have that sort of talent and 
wouldn’t have been able to see or speak with his uncle until he’d bled 
out on the floor of that Lonett barn. Someone else had to have made 
the deal. 

In the Na’am family, only Almer Na’am worked with the gray. Only 
he could have known about Becks and sought her return, but the price 
had been too steep. A son for the Akio. Borrowed and never returned. 

| looked across at Tila. Her eyes were wide, glued upon my brow, 
her face pale. | felt the pit forming in her stomach. She knew. 
Somehow, she saw it too. 

Feeling like we might soon be trapped here in Hollen, | stood with 
Lynda and bowed to the governor. “Lord Na’am, thank you for all of 
your kindness and care. | have a feeling that I’m needed elsewhere, 
and we shall all be leaving for Maidenhall in the morning.” 

Almer Na’am stood as well, looking at his oldest daughter, “Will 
Rebekah be leaving with you?” 

Viren and Becks glanced at each other and nodded, warming a day 
that had been cooling fast. 


Epilogue 


Returns 


It was a new experience, returning from a mission in better 
condition than when we’d started out. Company Storm had ridden into 
battle against the Horde in the Akio and prevailed. The sentinels’ skills 
were bolstered by the experience and strength it takes to hold a 
focused pall at bay. As vigil and ghost, | had done the same, leaving 
my shadows behind with the Akio Valley. Our short stopover in 
Dungarr on the way home would prove the point. 

Vigil Akila Thorn eyed me with suspicion as my small company 
halted in the vast training fields outside the tall city walls. Captain Juno 
Hartwell gave the order to dismount, sixteen pairs of legs struggling to 
forget another ten hours in the saddle. 

“Vigil Storm, is the honeymoon over?” Thorn cackled, her wide eyes 
seeing more than expected. 

Her remark, warning everyone present of the arrival of another vigil, 
was intended to gauge my state of mind. My reputation was less than 
stellar, but | Knew that she could sense the change. She struggled to 
believe it, her clear sight showing her the impossible. 

“Akila, the Horde is gone, but the honeymoon remains. It was one 
Hell of a trip east for Company Storm.” 

“Horde?” she coughed. At our last meeting, she’d seen that | was in 
no condition to be anywhere near the Infernal Horde. 

Things had changed. I’d walked a sunless path and paid a dismal 
price, earning a bit of sanity and some new connections for my efforts. 
| would continue to do so with the company at my side. 

Reaching back to my horse, Daur, | drew out Kol’rigan for Thorn to 


see. The longsword’s pearlescent sheen seemed almost alive in the 
late afternoon light. | didn’t have the strength or skill to wield it 
properly; my chosen weapons were as fine but considerably quicker to 
the kill. Still, the hellsword was a priceless trophy, and Kol’rigan waited 
patiently while | considered its proper owner. 

“How?” Thorn exclaimed. “How do you look so shiny holding 
something so black?” 

“That's my love for you, Akila, bubbling to the surface.” 

“Feth, Storm. | was speaking to the sword, not you.” She let out 
another laugh. “How big was the Horde? | can count heads, and it 
looks like your company fared well, even added a few new faces.” 

Viren and Rebekah both wore the Company Storm insignia and had 
skills invaluable to our position in Maidenhall. Drake was an 
experienced Recon scout and a killer in close combat with his knife. 
He’d single-handedly defeated a ripper, which, as far as | knew, was a 
first for someone outside the Order of the Vigil. 

Becks had a sharp mind and an even sharper eye for surveillance 
combined with a completely unknown identity and a deep background 
in the Gray Houses. | hated to shock her with the criminal underworld 
connections of Laila Storm but had a good spot in mind as our liaison 
to the Kingsmen and an assistant for Lynda Snow at Sturgess Hall. 
Viren Drake could act as bodyguard and head of security for that side 
of the Royal Curtain Wall. | only hoped he didn’t become bored. 

Rilo Tanika had been offered a job as my yardmaster, caring for the 
horses and keeping the many beasts fed while also keeping the gates 
locked and the walls in good repair. My one condition was that he also 
attend the nearby school. 

| had a feeling that it wouldn't be long until Laila or Ayla took charge 
of his time, but | wanted to give him a chance to plant his feet on the 
ground in Maidenhall first. 

Our elven bodyguards continued to watch our backs, and Andarion 
took the post of Storm Company trainer. Being Raven’s cousin and 
someone who'd helped raise her, he’d been sent south to Colivar as 
her personal guard when it was apparent that she wouldn't be 
returning to Bastian. He was known in dark elf circles as ‘Andarion the 
Blade’ and had acted as the trainer for both Raven and the Bastian 


Royal Guards. He would be a great challenge for our paladins and 
their Hell-blades. 

Yseria, the bodyguard and adopted sister of an Ylamil prince, took it 
upon herself to train me in the sword skills, manners, and exploits of 
the dark elves. | think Rae was feeling jealous of the attention that 
Yser showed, but as any of my sisters know, it is well within their rights 
to commandeer my time. 

“It was a border war that turned black,” | explained to Vigil Thorn. 
“Niantia had drawn a Horde across the Veil to lead its invasion of 
Fugaku. After arriving at the Akio Valley, we fought through the Horde 
to its source. We killed three Hell-knights and a Greol-hjag demon.” 

| avoided mention of the impossible numbers that we’d faced. The 
Horde’s size had been beyond the capabilities of such a small Vigil 
company to handle, and | couldn’t explain my role as Wind Catcher. 
Thorn looked at me expectantly, almost beginning to pout at my 
somewhat incomplete story. 

| relented. “The Horde was still forming when we attacked. We killed 
dozens of demons.” My words may have only made things worse. 

Vigil Thorn frowned, and | could feel Juno Hartwell’s eyes burning 
into the back of my head. He kept the company’s records and knew 
the official count. I’d killed more than a hundred demons by myself in 
the Akio Valley. We’d be speaking later about what could be shared 
sensibly outside of Company Storm. 

“Captain Hartwell, please give me your axe,” | ordered, reaching 
back again. 

It was a beautifully balanced weapon, likely a gift from his uncle, 
Snow’s Warden of the North. | almost felt bad as | traded him 
Kol’rigan. 

“Legion’s End,” | said to my second. “Andarion will show you how to 
use it. It'll give you the reach needed for fighting from horseback.” 

Juno Hartwell had grown up in the saddle and preferred the mobility 
a horse provided for a commander on the field. “Legion’s End,” he 
echoed, thoroughly distracted by the alien weapon. 

“Just in case,” | said, tossing the fine axe, a heavy, dual-bladed 
version, to Viren Drake. 

He caught it, “Just in case.” 


No, Viren wouldn’t grow bored. I’d see to that myself. 
Hitt 

By keeping ourselves isolated from the rest of the world for most of 
the waking day, straddling our horses, the road demanded that we 
bond, and bonding demanded that we address the issues pressing on 
our hearts and minds. | had several concerns but narrowed it to two as 
we circled west toward Maidenhall. First and foremost was the well- 
being of Lynda Snow. 

We’d resumed our evening walks while the rest of the company 
trained. The sentinels seemed unsure of how to interact with the young 
woman, not knowing the depth of her loss in Fugaku. | knew the 
answer to their concern but didn’t know how to help ease Lynda's pain. 

By giving herself to Ram, Lynda had opened her heart to another, 
breaking out of the careful cage that often held her apart. The decision 
had changed her for the better, and Ram had been a fine choice right 
up until fate stepped in and stole him away. 

With Lynda, my options were limited. Before we left Dungarr, | sent 
a message north to Stonnberg, to her brother, Meryl, asking for his 
immediate presence in Maidenhall. | also offered her my hand as we 
walked, knowing that | could ease her pain and help heal a broken 
heart through my simple touch, but she declined. 

“| want to carry the grief as | carried it when we lost you,” she 
explained. “I feel like it Keeps Ram close, and | don’t want him to be 
alone.” 

Ram wasn’t alone. That, | knew for sure. The Akio Valley would 
always be crowded with the gray souls it harbored. 

“Lynda, you'll never be alone. You'll survive this, and you'll never be 
alone again.” | offered her the truth as | saw it. 

“Listen to yourself for once,” she smiled, pushing back her regret 
and her self-pity. 

I'd survived many things, each time trying harder to destroy myself 
and forgetting that | wasn’t alone in the war. “Lynda, you have a point. | 
knew that there was a reason | chose you for my consul.” 

Lynda showed me her tongue and grabbed my hand. “Tomorrow is 
another long day on the road.” 

Hitt 


Another major concern was the well-being of Lord Na’am’s two 
daughters, my presumed older sisters. Becks was a tough one; her 
experiences coated her in an armor that was tough to crack. She also 
hid behind Viren Drake, letting him take the first spear. The man was 
Recon, so | went with it. 

“Will your sister-in-law be safe?” | asked Viren as we rode along 
beside Becks, ignoring the sudden sour face of his bride. 

“What do you mean?” he asked. 

“Well, she looks a whole lot like her older sister, and if I’m not 
mistaken, that beautiful face has long been sought by the self- 
proclaimed underlords of Tannoo.” 

A scoff on Viren’s right hid a smile. Both of the Na’am sisters were 
handsome and slender with piercing brown eyes that ruled their faces. 
As a rare seer, Tila had been sheltered, while her older sister had 
been treated in a distinctly inhumane manner before she met Drake. 

Drake channeled his bride perfectly, “Why is any of that your 
interest?” 

“Well, she is my older sister now, and someone should look out for 
her.” | needn't have mentioned the hole that Ram had left in that 
department. 

Another scoff. This one was decidedly more aggressive. 

“| mean, what if she was mistakenly recognized, and her father 
didn’t protect her? What if he turned a blind eye on the danger or even 
sanctioned it?” 

Becks couldn’t help but overhear our conversation and decided to 
join in. “Sanctioned it? My father would never allow it. Tila was his 
favorite, his key to further standing with the Crown of Tannoo.” 

“What about you, Rebekah? How did you survive Tannoo?” 

“Who says that | did?” she replied, shocking herself with her own 
honesty. She’d been a ghost, even before the Wolves of Summer had 
attacked. 

“You let go, didn’t you?” 

“How would you know one way or the other? A governor’s decree 
doesn't make you my brother.” 

“What would?” 

With a tap of her heel, Becks rode ahead, leaving Viren Drake 


shaking his head. 

Drake offered his consolation, “I’ve been asking her those same 
questions for six years now.” 

“| ask myself those questions every day,” | replied. 

HHH 

We stopped in briefly at Mister Layne’s to drop off a heavy bundle of 
exotic rawhide. | could feel Ben Heck’s ire as he waited impatiently 
with the rest of the company outside, drawing unwanted attention for 
blocks around. Things had certainly changed while we were away, and 
Ben counted on his improved security detail in the Lower Districts. 

“How many?” | asked Becks as we resumed our ride home. | 
pointed out one watcher a block ahead of us. 

The woman pretended to be caught off guard by my question amid 
the vastness of the strange city, but she wasn’t a stranger to the ways 
of the Lower Districts. If anything, she seemed more relaxed. 

“Four have moved with us, two front and back for the last dozen 
blocks,” she stated. “Plus, another two on each block once we’d 
crossed into this neighborhood.” 

Ben nodded, his face blank. 

“How many crossbows?” | asked. 

Rebekah shook her head. 

“One every other corner, more or less,” Ben admitted, looking up. “If 
you ever get in trouble, simply run across the street.” 

Things had certainly changed, and Baden Durk had been busy 
paying back some of what he owed. 

| eyed Ben. “What do the Kingsmen think of that?” 

“We haven't told them.” 

“Good.” | looked back at Becks and Drake. They seemed to get the 
message. 

As we entered through the back gate at the Checkered Flag, we 
were met by a crowd of friendly faces. All of my sisters waited, along 
with our two paladins and a dozen summer class sentinel-adepts. 
Sorrow watched us from her perch above the stables, wondering why it 
took us all so long to get home. 

Cat got to me first, almost knocking me to the ground with her 
embrace. She was growing stronger. 


| looked at Cynan Black, gauging his reaction. He knew that 
something tragic had gone down during our foray out east but didn’t 
seem to hold it against me. There was a connection between Cynan 
and Cat, similar to my own, yet saner, healthier. Vigil Moon could pull 
one back from the edge and heal the Black. 

| decided not to let go of Cat’s hand as we walked around the yard, 
greeting everyone and making introductions. While we did, | took a 
moment to look at her heart, finding all the small scars that stood out 
amongst the gold, the small cracks in the glaze that offered proof of a 
life being lived, and of a thread gripped tightly by strong hands. 

Laila Storm soon took my other hand, enjoying the potent drug that 
was her nephew's touch. | knew she was doing fine, and her heart 
looked better than when I'd left. It had to be Cat’s doing. Ayla hugged 
me before running off to greet Sorrow. Laila gave me a look that said 
we'd be having a long talk later. 

“You have a new sister, or three,” | said. 

It was good to be home. 
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